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ABSTRACT 

This project documents the efforts of Kansas City activists, organizers, and politicians 

who successfully fought for the passage of a municipal nondiscrimination ordinance in the 

late 1980s and early 1990s. The ordinance outlawed discrimination in employment, housing, 

and public accommodations based upon a person’s sexual orientation or HIV status. 

Although this highly controversial piece of legislation initially failed to pass, the process of 

organizing around the possibility of such rights helped to form an engaged electorate within 

Kansas City’s LGBTQ communities. Many of the key individuals involved in this fight were 

lost during the AIDS epidemic—a disease which forced issues of LGBTQ discrimination to 

the forefront of the public’s attention. To commemorate the 25th anniversary of the passage 

of this civil rights ordinance, I set out to capture the oral histories of the activists, organizers, 

and politicians who are still with us. 

The efforts taken to commemorate this landmark achievement in Kansas City’s 

history resulted in a large body of original research and several academically rigorous 

projects designed to inform and engage the public through a wide variety of mediums: an 

oral history project, a feature-length documentary film, multiple community-based discussion 

groups, and a multimedia public history installation. I argue that these projects make a 

significant contribution to our knowledge of LGBTQ history, the history of the Midwest, the 
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American AIDS epidemic, and several other connected subfields, such as the history of 

political activism and protest movements. 

While these projects are public facing, they are situated within scholarly debates and 

make a historiographical contribution to the field. To demonstrate the academic rigor that 

was considered during the construction and implementation of these projects, an essay is 

included in this portfolio that will place my research and interpretations into the greater 

historiographical context of LGBTQ civil rights measures and the American HIV/AIDS 

epidemic. Furthermore, this paper will detail how I dealt with the unique challenges posed by 

conducting oral histories, incorporating a wide variety of experiences into a cohesive 

narrative, and delivering this narrative to the public through multiple forms of media and 

events intended to convey and elicit emotion without sacrificing critical treatment and 

analysis of the historical evidence and the implications for current and future social justice 

issues. 
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DISSERTATION PORTFOLIO INDEX 

 

In lieu of a traditional dissertation, this portfolio includes this essay and the following: 

● The Ordinance Project—90-minute feature length documentary film available to the 

public for free via UMKC’s University Libraries website1 

● The Ordinance Project theatrical trailer2 

● A five-minute fundraising trailer which premiered at the 2017 Kansas City LGBT 

Film Festival3 

● The complete transcriptions of oral history interviews, including full summaries, 

available to the public for free via UMKC’s libraries website4 

● Video and photographic documentation of a month-long multimedia public history 

installation at the Leedy-Voulkos Art Center (3,000+ attended)5 

● Photographic documentation and an audio recording of a one-hour panel discussion 

with activists and politicians at the Kansas City Public Library6 

● Newspaper, magazine, and social media press releases (links footnoted in essay) 

● Photographic documentation of the sold-out premiere of the documentary at the 2018 

Kansas City LGBT Film Festival (200+ in attendance)  

 
1 The Ordinance Project, directed by Austin R. Williams (2018; Kansas City, MO: Gay and Lesbian 

Archive of Mid-America at the University of Missouri-Kansas City, video release 2020), video, 

1:29:31, accessed October 9, 2021, https://library.umkc.edu/glama/ordinance-project. 
2 Austin Williams, “The Ordinance Project Theatrical Trailer,” Vimeo, June 26, 2019, video, 1:04, 

accessed October 9, 2021, https://vimeo.com/344699526 . 
3 Austin Williams, “The Ordinance Project Fundraiser,” YouTube, 4:27, June 19, 2017, video, 4:27, 

accessed October 9, 2021, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fDqe4vTPx7o . 
4 “GLAMA Oral Histories,” Gay and Lesbian Archive of Mid-America at the University of Missouri-

Kansas City, accessed October 9, 2021, https://library.umkc.edu/glama/oral-histories. 
5 Kathryn B. Carpenter, “The Ordinance Project: Voices Raised,” accessed October 14, 2021, 

http://kathrynbcarpenter.com/voices-raised/; Austin Williams, “Voices Raised Social Media Post,” 

Vimeo, April 28, 2019, video, 3:00, accessed October 9, 2021, 

https://vimeo.com/333006579/221bf72cea. 
6 “The Ordinance Project: Kansas City’s LGBT Landmark,” The Kansas City Public Library, June 6, 

2018, audio, 57:13, accessed October 9, 2021, https://www.kclibrary.org/signature-events/ordinance-

project-kcs-lgbt-landmark. 
 

https://library.umkc.edu/glama/ordinance-project
https://vimeo.com/344699526
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fDqe4vTPx7o
https://library.umkc.edu/glama/oral-histories
https://vimeo.com/333006579/221bf72cea
http://kathrynbcarpenter.com/voices-raised/
http://kathrynbcarpenter.com/voices-raised/
https://kclibrary.org/signature-events/ordinance-project-kcs-lgbt-landmark
https://library.umkc.edu/glama/ordinance-project
https://vimeo.com/344699526
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fDqe4vTPx7o
https://library.umkc.edu/glama/oral-histories
http://kathrynbcarpenter.com/voices-raised/
https://vimeo.com/333006579/221bf72cea
https://www.kclibrary.org/signature-events/ordinance-project-kcs-lgbt-landmark
https://www.kclibrary.org/signature-events/ordinance-project-kcs-lgbt-landmark
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 On May 17, 1990, roughly a dozen members of ACT UP/KC, Kansas City’s local 

chapter of the AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power, stormed the 26th floor of City Hall in 

downtown Kansas City, Missouri. Blowing whistles, carrying signs, and chanting protests, 

they entered the city council chamber where council members were conducting their weekly 

business. Councilman Emanuel Cleaver, serving as acting mayor in the absence of Mayor 

Richard Berkley, warned the protesters that they were completely out of line and demanded 

that they cease immediately. Rather than stopping, a few of the activists began chanting, 

“Cleaver and the Klan go hand in hand!” The insinuation that Cleaver, an African American 

minister, was equivalent to a member of the Ku Klux Klan upset the mayor pro tem, who 

uncharacteristically lost his cool and demanded that the protesters “shut up” and leave City 

Hall. As the activists were escorted outside the council chamber, ACT UP/KC member Mark 

Chaney unexpectedly proclaimed, “the city has blood on its hands,” whereupon he smashed a 

vial of his own blood on the ground. He then smeared the red liquid on the glass doors of the 

chamber, causing a mild panic among those who knew Chaney to be HIV-positive. His 

actions even surprised some of his fellow protesters; nevertheless, he and other members of 

ACT UP/KC vowed to reporters that they would soon return to City Hall. This was not the 

first time they targeted the city council, and it would not be the last.1 

 One week earlier, the city council had voted 8-5 to send Ordinance 65430, a highly 

contested piece of civil rights legislation, back through the council committee process. This 

measure would have officially outlawed discrimination against gay men, lesbians, and 

 
1 Steve Farnsworth, “Gay-Rights Protesters Heckle City Council,” Kansas City Star, May 18, 1990. 
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bisexuals in the areas of housing, employment, and public accommodations. When co-

sponsors Mayor Richard Berkley and Councilwoman Katheryn Shields introduced the 

ordinance, they knew that their addition of the new category of “sexual orientation” to the 

city’s existing civil rights ordinance might prove to be controversial. Neither of them was 

prepared, however, for the unprecedented number of Kansas Citians who turned out to make 

their voices heard. Supporters and opponents orchestrated massive campaigns, overwhelming 

City Hall with phone calls, letters, and demonstrations. Over the course of three weeks, the 

council’s Finance Committee heard more than twelve hours of public testimony from 

hundreds of citizens. Despite the opposition demanding that even more testimony be heard, 

the measure narrowly passed out of the committee by a vote of 2-1. By the time that 

Ordinance 65430 came before the full city council for an official vote, it had already proven 

to be one of the more controversial pieces of legislation in Kansas City’s recent history.2 

 Despite all the public attention and hours dedicated to debating the measure, an 

official vote on the nondiscrimination ordinance never occurred. Instead, eight city council 

members—the majority of whom were gearing up for reelection campaigns—avoided the 

issue by voting to send it back to committee. This included Berkley and Cleaver, both of 

whom had publicly supported the ordinance and even cosponsored it. Outraged supporters 

declared that this rare legislative move was merely “an attempt to kill the issue.”3 Their 

accusations proved to be justified, as Ordinance 65430 was never again called before the 

Finance Committee.4 It would take another three years of protests, rallies, campaigns, 

 
2 Steve Farnsworth, “Sex Orientation Bias Bill Clears Council Committee,” Kansas City Star, May 3, 

1990. 
3 ACTUP Press Release, “ACT UP Returns to City Hall,” May 22, 1990, Box 1, Folder 16, ACT-

UP/Kansas City Chapter Records, Missouri Valley Room, Kansas City Public Library, Kansas City, 

Missouri. 
4 Steve Farnsworth, “Anti-bias Measure Stalls in KC Council,” Kansas City Star, May 11, 1990.  
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elections, demonstrations, festivals, parades, petitions, referendums, and proclamations 

before sexual orientation would finally be added to Kansas City’s Civil Rights Ordinance on 

June 3, 1993. 

 

Throughout the late 1980s and early 1990s, Kansas Citians collectively debated and 

defined their conceptions of civil rights and how these rights extended to members of what 

are now commonly referred to as LGBTQ (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, and Queer) 

communities.5 Kansas City, however, was not the first city to introduce an ordinance 

protecting individuals based upon sexual orientation. For much of the 1970s and 1980s, 

municipal-level nondiscrimination ordinances and similar measures protecting individuals 

based upon sexual orientation were passed in a wide variety of ways—executive orders, city 

council votes, public referendums—and under a wide variety of circumstances.6 What makes 

Kansas City’s story unique is the fact that Ordinance 65430 added protections for more than 

just sexual orientation; it also specified that diseases such as HIV/AIDS would be included 

under the city’s definition of “physical impairment.” This designation meant that the city’s 

human relations department would officially recognize people with HIV as handicapped, 

making discrimination against their “actual or perceived HIV status” illegal.7  

 

 
5 Note that during the time period discussed in this dissertation (1975-1993) the acronym LGBTQ 

was not used. When referring to communities that contained lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and 

queer representation, the acronym LGBTQ will be used to demonstrate the diversity that existed 

within these communities and to reflect the preferred usage of this term and how members of these 

communities identify in the status quo. However, when citing a historical source, all efforts will be 

made to refer to the communities as members defined themselves at that time. 
6 William Eskridge, Gaylaw: Challenging the Apartheid of the Closet (London: Harvard University 

Press, 2002); “Nondiscrimination Laws,” Equality Maps, Movement Advancement Project, revised 

October 13, 2021, https://www.lgbtmap.org/equality-maps/non_discrimination_laws. For good 

statistics and maps of cities and municipalities that have passed nondiscrimination ordinances and 

similar measures, see these sources. 

7 Steve Farnsworth, “Anti-bias Measure Stalls in KC Council,” Kansas City Star, May 11, 1990. 

https://www.lgbtmap.org/equality-maps/non_discrimination_laws
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Purpose of the Study 

 

Upon learning about this unique chapter in Kansas City’s history, I began to 

formulate research questions centering on the events surrounding this specific ordinance: 

Why was there a push to include both sexual orientation and HIV status in the same piece of 

legislation? Is it possible that the AIDS epidemic forced city officials to confront LGBTQ 

civil rights issues that they otherwise would have ignored? Why did so many people turn out 

to both support and oppose this legislative measure? Who specifically testified at these 

hearings? Why did they testify? Did Kansas City’s experience differ or parallel that of other 

metropolitan areas at that time? Why did Ordinance 65430 never receive an official vote 

from the Kansas City Council? And, finally, what does a case study of this ordinance reveal 

about the unique challenges faced by members of Kansas City’s LGBTQ communities during 

the height of the American AIDS epidemic? 

With these questions in mind, I set out to conduct a qualitative, historical case study 

on the history of Ordinance 65430, and to establish whether the American AIDS epidemic 

either hindered or simultaneously bolstered civil rights opportunities for members of LGBTQ 

communities in Kansas City. The methods of research and data collection were primarily 

archival and have been supported through a series of oral histories. The setting for the case 

study consists of the Kansas City metropolitan area and the areas where participants currently 

live and/or traveled in the past. The scope of my study consists of the years between 1975 to 

1996, with a particular focus on the seven years between 1987 and 1993. However, primary 

and secondary research was utilized to help put this case study into a greater historical 

context, specifically with how it relates to the “lavender scare” of the postwar years, the 

racial civil rights movement, the feminist movement, and the anti-gay campaigns of the late 
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1970s. Additionally, the events from this time period continue to have ramifications which 

are still unfolding today. 

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, as the American AIDS epidemic reached its peak, 

myths and misunderstandings surrounding HIV/AIDS fueled the flames of homophobia and 

made it difficult for LGBTQ Kansas Citians to live without fear. In response, LGBTQ and 

AIDS activists in Kansas City, Missouri increasingly pressured the city council to pass an 

antidiscrimination ordinance providing protections based upon HIV status and sexual 

orientation. Tired of hearing how the city had no money which could be allocated to help 

people with AIDS, activists pointed out that passage of such legislation wouldn’t cost the city 

a dime. In Kansas City, the passage of a nondiscrimination ordinance was about more than 

stopping abuse; it served as a focal lens through which LGBTQ and HIV/AIDS activists 

could demand that city councilmembers publicly acknowledge the unique challenges facing 

their communities. 

Although this highly controversial piece of legislation initially failed to pass, the 

process of organizing around the possibility of such rights helped to form an engaged 

electorate within Kansas City’s LGBTQ communities. I contend that as one of the only major 

metropolitan areas to introduce protections based upon sexual orientation and HIV status in 

the same piece of legislation, Kansas City’s fight to amend its civil rights ordinance is the 

perfect focal point for a case study which can help historians, educators, and the general 

public to better understand that the issues of homophobia and the fear of AIDS were not only 

intertwined—they were inseparable.  
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Figure 1: ACT UP/KC protest sign on the steps of City Hall reading "THE CITY HAS BLOOD ON ITS HANDS" 
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CHAPTER 2 

HISTORIOGRAPHY/LITERATURE REVIEW 

The story of Kansas City’s efforts to pass a comprehensive nondiscrimination 

ordinance can make significant contributions to our knowledge of LGBTQ history, the 

history of the Midwest, and several other connected subfields, such as the history of political 

activism and protest movements. Much of the existing literature on HIV/AIDS activism has 

focused on cities with larger populations such as New York, Chicago, and San Francisco. 

Additionally, while historians have given increased attention to direct-action efforts from 

national organizations such as ACT UP and Queer Nation, less attention has been given to 

these groups’ involvement in the fight for civil rights protections—particularly at the local 

level. A detailed case study of Kansas City’s experience helps to illuminate the ways in 

which municipal legislative victories and defeats for LGBTQ communities were not only 

connected to the American AIDS epidemic, but in many cases, the AIDS epidemic forced 

city officials to confront LGBTQ civil rights issues that they otherwise would have ignored. 

 

Historical Context 

My research builds upon the wealth of information that scholars have put forth over 

the last four decades regarding the fight for gay rights and the efforts to combat HIV/AIDS. 

Americans first became aware of this disease at the same time that historian John D’Emilio 

completed Sexual Politics, Sexual Communities (1983), a ground-breaking work which 

documented the political struggles that allowed the contemporary LGBTQ culture to emerge. 

D’Emilio emphasized that World War II was a watershed moment for gays and lesbians, as 

thousands of young men and women, many of whom had never left their hometowns, were 
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called upon to serve and live in same-sex units, introducing them to new communities, and in 

some cases, new loves. Through a blend of archival research and oral histories, D’Emilio 

detailed the earliest political efforts of homophile organizations like the Mattachine Society 

and the Daughters of Bilitis. His work—in addition to authors such as Elizabeth Lapovsky 

Kennedy and Madeline D. Davis in Boots of Leather, Slippers of Gold (1993)—provides a 

great model for incorporating queer oral histories into historical narratives. 

Some of the first authors to write about the response to the American AIDS epidemic 

in scholarly terms were themselves seasoned veterans of the gay and lesbian liberation 

movement of the 1970s. In Sex and Germs (1985), activist Cindy Patton encouraged gay men 

and lesbians to think of AIDS activism as an extension of the gay and lesbian liberation 

movement of the 1970s. These early works provide great context as both scholarly and 

primary sources, helping historians to better understand how activists viewed the relationship 

between gay rights and AIDS activism as the epidemic unfolded. More recent examples of 

works detailing AIDS activism from a personal point of view include Deborah Gould’s 

Moving Politics (2009), in which the former member of the Chicago chapter of ACT UP 

reflects upon her own activism with nostalgia and a deep reverence for her fellow activists. 

Recently, scholars have turned their attention to the intersections of AIDS and 

LGBTQ civil rights activism. In Infectious Ideas (2009), Jennifer Brier argues that AIDS 

workers provided a paradigm for the leftist politics that carried over into the twenty-first-

century, but her focus is primarily on the national and international stage. In Queer Clout: 

Chicago and the Rise of Gay Politics (2017), Timothy Stewart-Winter successfully tracks the 

progress of activists from the homophile movement through the early 1980s, but the AIDS 

epidemic is at the conclusion of his study rather than at the center. While Stewart-Winter’s 



9 

 

work is a solid history of LGBTQ activism in America’s largest Midwestern city, there is a 

significant void in the literature highlighting the intersection of LGBTQ and HIV/AIDS 

activism at the local level, particularly in smaller and mid-level Midwestern cities such as 

Kansas City. 

The purpose of my qualitative, historical case study is to better understand why 

Ordinance 65430 proved to be so controversial, and to establish whether or not AIDS 

activism and other responses to the American AIDS epidemic hindered or simultaneously 

bolstered civil rights efforts for gays, lesbians, bisexuals, and transgender individuals. 

Although the scope of my research primarily focuses on the period between 1987 and 1993, 

many of the stories collected for this project resemble those of much earlier efforts by gays 

and lesbians to secure civil rights protections. In particular, David K. Johnson’s book, The 

Lavender Scare, does an excellent job of detailing the purge of homosexuals from 

governmental agencies during the 1950s. The arguments in opposition to many of the gay 

and lesbian civil rights issues which were being debated in Kansas City during the late 1980s 

and early 1990s mirrored the same calls for morality and family values that originated during 

the postwar anticommunist scare and proliferated during the late 1970s anti-gay movement. 

Extending the timeline of LGBTQ activism into the 1990s provides an opportunity to 

delve into local political movements. Sociologists Giacomo Negro, Fabrizio Perretti, and 

Glenn R. Carroll’s study of local gay and lesbian ordinances in the United States concluded 

that a multitude of “political opportunity structures and sociopolitical factors” accompany the 

passage of such ordinances, most notably the presence of “politically oriented organizations.” 

Additionally, the authors found that these social movement organizations seemed to benefit 

from local gay and lesbian commercial organizations. In comparing this to Kansas City’s 
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story, it is important to note the authors’ warning: “public policies in modern society 

represent social outcomes resulting from complex interactions among varied participants.” 1 

Needless to say, the passage of municipal LGBTQ nondiscrimination ordinances are filled 

with unique circumstances that must be taken into account, such as the makeup of municipal 

legislatures and whether the ordinance was voted on by the local government or a public 

referendum. 

This project compliments recent works such as Katie Batza’s Before AIDS: Gay 

Health Politics in the 1970s (2018), which demonstrates that gay men were already building 

community health services before the onset of the AIDS epidemic. My research also provides 

contextual background information for books such as No Place Like Home: Lessons in 

Activism from LGBT Kansas (2018) by C.J. Janovy, which does an excellent job of detailing 

how local activists in the neighboring state of Kansas fought the twenty-first century battles 

for antidiscrimination legislation, campaigned for same-sex marriage, and fought against the 

“bathroom bills” targeting transgender Americans. Much like Janovy, my research shows 

how ordinary citizens made meaningful and impactful changes at the local level which 

complimented and paralleled activism on the national level. Moreover, much like Janovy, I 

aim to show that victories are frequently preceded by numerous defeats.  

  

 
1 Giacomo Negro, Fabrizio Perretti, and Glenn R. Carroll, "Challenger Groups, Commercial 

Organizations, and Policy Enactment: Local Lesbian/Gay Rights Ordinances in the United States 

from 1972 to 2008," American Journal of Sociology 119, no. 3 (2013): 823-24. 
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Interdisciplinarity: 

An Overview of My Research as it Relates to the Foundations of Education 

The legislation, policies, and popular portrayal of issues regarding gender and 

sexuality are intricately linked to the politics of education. Furthermore, the cultural debates 

surrounding HIV/AIDS at the height of the American AIDS epidemic were heavily infused 

with calls for public awareness and education campaigns for Americans of all age-levels. 

This section will detail why historians of gender and sexuality can benefit from analyzing 

their subject matter through the lens of the pedagogical foundations of education. 

The philosophy of education, unlike other branches of philosophy, is “rarely taught in 

philosophy departments.”2 Rather, this particular branch is often taught through education 

departments, and it is regularly grouped with a number of other subfields known as the 

“foundations of education.”3 In defining these subfields, educational scholars have studied 

the philosophical, psychological, historical, sociological, cultural, political, and economic 

components of education. Those who study the foundations frequently give special attention 

to the ways in which society educates its youth, but the foundations of education encompass 

far more than the teaching of children and adolescents. 

In the mid-nineteenth century, English philosopher John Stuart Mill, defined 

education as “all that we ourselves do and all that others do for us to the end of bringing us 

closer to the perfection of our nature.” 4  This broad definition of education includes 

 
2 Nel Noddings, Philosophy of Education (Boulder: Westview Press, Inc., 1995), 1.  
3 Sandford W. Reitman, Foundations of Education for Prospective Teachers (Boston: Allyn and 

Bacon, Inc., 1977), 10-11. 
4 Sherwood D. Fox ed. Emile Durkheim: Education and Sociology (Glencoe: The Free Press. 1956), 

61. 
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everything from our laws, art, and even physical phenomena such as “climate, soil, and 

geography.”5 Pedagogues consider the foundations of education to encompass more than 

what occurs inside of K-12 schools and often push our notions of education into adulthood. 

This project centers on the history of AIDS activism and LGBTQ civil rights to contextualize 

debates about HIV/AIDS and sexual education that were taking place outside of the 

classroom.  

I agree with Mill’s assessment that education is an all-encompassing life endeavor; 

and my research focuses heavily on educational efforts which took place outside of K-12 

schools. However, the research accumulated in this case study also indicates that the 

education that students received (or did not receive) in K-12 classrooms in the late 1980s and 

early 1990s— specifically lessons involving sexual education—was directly impacted by the 

greater educational, social, and cultural debates surrounding issues of HIV/AIDS and 

LGBTQ civil rights. Scholars of pedagogy, such as John Rury, have written about how 

education within the school system “has been related to larger processes of social 

transformation” throughout the course of American history. Rury argues that education 

“includes a very broad set of activities,” and that institutions such as schools change along 

with the rest of society.6 In doing so, Rury acknowledges that the education of K-12 students 

is intricately interwoven with the education, debates, and social movements of the greater 

society as a whole. 

Two paradigms at the heart of the sociological foundations of education are those of 

the functionalist and the conflict theorist. Functionalists stress “the importance of education 

 
5 Ibid. 
6 John Rury, Education and Social Change: Contours in the History of American Schooling, 5th ed. 

(New York: Routledge, 2016), 1. 
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in socializing the young, transmitting the culture, and developing skills.” Conflict theorists, 

on the other hand, note that education “preserves social class distinctions, maintains social 

control, and promotes inequality.”7 Whether it is socialization for the betterment of a child or 

the preservation of inequities, the functionalist and the conflict theorist agree that the values 

and social norms taught in schools are reflections of the greater society as a whole. The 

functionalist simply sees it as the job of the educator to help their pupil transition smoothly 

into that society, whereas the conflict theorist believes this to be a negative reinforcement of 

an inherently corrupt status quo. 

Throughout the 1980s, the AIDS epidemic brought issues concerning sexual 

education to the forefront of the American consciousness. The general public was engaged in 

a massive public discourse as to how society should deal with a devastating epidemic that 

was primarily affecting a stigmatized minority of the population. These medical, political, 

and religious responses to the AIDS epidemic greatly impacted the conversations about what 

ideal and manifest values should be passed on to future generations through the public school 

system. Conversely, just as a school’s curriculum cannot be understood outside the greater 

society with which it is a component, so too the calls for education in response to the AIDS 

epidemic cannot be understood outside of the context of the gay and lesbian civil rights 

movement. When gay men began realized that their community was being decimated by a 

mysterious illness, some of them took it upon themselves to develop educational materials 

and public awareness campaigns to educate their peers within their communities. 

In his 2016 work How to Survive a Plague, author David France has highlighted in 

painstaking detail the hugely influential role played in New York City by Michael Callen, 

 
7 Henry L. Tischler, Introduction to Sociology, 11th ed. (Belmont: Wadsworth, 2014), 335. 
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Joe Sonnabend, and Richard Berkowitz in developing and distributing educational materials 

to members of gay communities about how to control the spread of HIV in the earliest years 

of the AIDS epidemic. As gay men, they recognized that “men loving men” had been the 

basis for gay male liberation, and they feared that asking gay men to abstain from sex 

completely was not a realistic approach to slowing the spread of AIDS. Instead, they coined 

the term “safe sex” and fought massive public awareness campaigns to bring greater attention 

to an epidemic that they believed needed to be fought by educating—rather than 

stigmatizing—members of their communities. Their work was mirrored by gay activists in 

San Francisco, and David France asserts that “By igniting a craze for safe sex, the activists 

on both coasts did more to save lives than anything anybody had done before.”8 Not only did 

these efforts have a huge impact on members of the gay communities whom they intended to 

reach, their educational concepts and slogans eventually made their way into the public 

consciousness, and by the end of the decade, into public schools. France’s work clearly 

demonstrates how some of the safe sex strategies that were eventually taught to high school 

students were first conceived, debated, reconstructed, and refined in gay communities. 

The multitude of responses to the American AIDS epidemic demonstrate the ways in 

which public education can rise to the forefront of the American psyche, and my research 

gives extensive attention to educational efforts outside the traditional K-12 classroom. 

Education through art, activism, pamphlets, and peer to peer organizations can and should be 

considered alongside the foundations of education for youth and adolescents. Perhaps more 

than any other social issue, AIDS workers and politicians alike called for the disease to be 

fought through education. Public awareness campaigns and educational ads were designed to 

 
8 David France, How to Survive a Plague: The Story of How Activists and Scientists Tamed AIDS 

(London: Picador, 2016), 100.  
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target at-risk communities. The initiatives taken by groups like the Education Committee of 

the Greater Kansas City AIDS Council, and that organization’s efforts to make Kansas 

Citians aware of how the HIV virus was spread, are prime examples of how education 

involves much more than the curriculum which takes place inside the K-12 classroom. 

 

Public Awareness as Education 

In the process of conducting this historical case study, I reflected upon many of the 

core lessons from my interdisciplinary training as both a historian and as an educator. In truly 

believing that education is an all-encompassing endeavor, I began to imagine the ways in 

which I could create a dissertation designed to engage and inform broader audiences beyond 

academia. The more I learned about the Kansas City activists and organizers who fought for 

the rights—and in many cases the lives—of people with HIV/AIDS, the more I felt ashamed 

that I had not known about their role in Kansas City’s history previous to this study. I further 

came to believe that one of the reasons I knew so little about how the AIDS epidemic 

impacted LGBTQ communities was because it had been almost completely omitted from my 

own educational experiences. And I knew that I was not alone.  

Stories impacting LGBTQ communities have frequently been excluded in both the 

public discourse and especially in K-12 public education. In fact, some states’ educational 

policies strictly prohibit the teaching of any sort of LGBTQ history subjects in K-12 

schools.9 Understanding that the teaching of LGBTQ history has not only been overlooked, 

but in many instances has been explicitly prohibited, I came to believe that a public 

 
9 “Anti-LGBT Curriculum Laws in the United States,” Wikipedia, accessed October 16, 2021, 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anti-LGBT_curriculum_laws_in_the_United_States. As of October 

2021, explicit anti-LGBTQ curriculum laws could be found in four US states; Louisiana, Mississippi, 

Oklahoma, and Texas. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anti-LGBT_curriculum_laws_in_the_United_States
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awareness campaign needed; a historical campaign designed to reach a wide variety of 

audiences. While traditional dissertations are written for an academic audience, I sought to 

construct a dissertation that could help a wider audience to develop critical consciousness 

and empathy, while simultaneously adhering to the same academic rigor expected of a 

written dissertation.  

In the early months of 2017—knowing that June 3, 2018 would mark the 25th 

anniversary of the City Council of Kansas City, Missouri adding sexual orientation to its civil 

rights ordinance—I set out to record and preserve the oral histories of the activists, 

organizers, and politicians who are still with us. My first goal was simple: to document their 

stories. But beyond that, I wanted to help them tell their stories in their own voices, in a way 

that simply could not be done via a traditional dissertation. 

Documentaries as Educational Tools 

 

According to the National Council on Public History, public historians focus on “the 

myriad ways that history is consumed by the general public.” While this definition does not 

necessarily exclude teachers, public history is generally considered to be a practice that takes 

place “beyond the walls of traditional classrooms.” 10 In attempting to convey historical 

narratives through a wide variety of mediums to a wide variety of audiences, public 

historians must be aware of the increasingly important role that digital technologies play in 

how the general public consumes history. One of the most popular mediums is documentary 

film. 

 
10 “About the Field: How is Public History Used?,” National Council on Public History, accessed 

October 9, 2021, https://ncph.org/what-is-public-history/about-the-field/#0. 

https://ncph.org/what-is-public-history/about-the-field/#0
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In recent years, scholars such as Diana Petrarca and Janette Hughes have pushed for 

academics to consider documentary filmmaking as a viable research method and “alternative 

form of scholarly work and knowledge mobilization outside the walls of the university.”11 As 

part of their study to illuminate issues of social injustice in urban education, Jennifer Friend 

and Loyce Caruthers demonstrated the effectiveness of “adopting documentary film as a 

research paradigm.”12 However, they also warn of the challenges associated with the artistic 

interpretation of lived experiences, noting, “The researcher who engages in documentary film 

methods must question her own subjectivity and the choices that are made in each stage of 

the production process.”13  

Documentary filmmakers—just like historians—will emphasize certain themes, 

characters, subjects, storylines, and messages over others. According to filmmaker Patricio 

Guzman, “the documentary film genre is situated between journalism and the essay form. We 

filmmakers are not men and women of science but rather creators, poets, and artists who 

express ourselves freely with dreams and with images.”14 Clearly, Guzman believes the 

presentation of a story is just as important as the content itself. Although he references 

journalism, public historians and educators can also share in his desire to convey stories to a 

variety of audiences through creative and artistic outlets. Stressing that meaning-making is 

impacted by prior experiences, Friend and Caruthers note that the filmmakers’ intended 

audience is especially important, as “the viewer sees images and listens to the voices of 

 
11 Diana M. Petrarca and Janette M. Hughes, “Mobilizing Knowledge via Documentary Filmmaking - 

Is the Academy Ready?,” McGill Journal of Education 49, no. 3 (Fall 2014): 561. 
12 Jennifer Friend and Loyce Caruthers, “Documentary Film: The Next Step in Qualitative Research 

to Illuminate Issues of Social Injustice in Urban Education,” International Journal of Learning, 

Teaching and Educational Research 15, no. 6 (May 2016): 33. 
13 Ibid., 42. 
14 “Film and History: Questions to Filmmakers and Historians,” Cinéaste 29, no. 2 (2004): 56. 
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documentary film participants, filtering this through prior knowledge, beliefs, and 

experiences.”15 Moreover, while there may be no limit on how to incorporate creative 

elements into theatrical storytelling, historical documentary filmmakers would benefit from 

heeding the advice of the National Council on Public History, which stresses that “good 

public history rests on sound scholarship.”16 

 

Documentary Films: 

Considering Historical Objectivity within a Social Justice Initiative 

 

The debate surrounding objectivity has been at the heart of the historical profession 

since its founding in the late nineteenth century. Historian Peter Novick, writing in his classic 

work That Noble Dream: The "Objectivity Question" and the American Historical 

Profession, noted that historians of the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries held on 

dearly to what he referred to as “the objectivist creed.” According to their logic, “The 

objective historian’s role is that of a neutral, or disinterested, judge; it must never degenerate 

into that of advocate or, even worse, propagandist.” These objective historians, heavily 

influenced by the burgeoning scientific fields taking shape at the turn of the twentieth 

century, believed that the historical profession needed to take all steps possible to insulate 

itself from social pressure or political influence. In order to account for their bias, 

 
15 Jennifer Friend and Loyce Caruthers, “Documentary Film: The Next Step in Qualitative Research 

to Illuminate Issues of Social Injustice in Urban Education,” International Journal of Learning, 

Teaching and Educational Research 15, no. 6 (May 2016): 33-47. 
16 “About the Field: How is Public History Different from ‘Regular’ History?,” National Council on 

Public History, accessed October 9, 2021, https://ncph.org/what-is-public-history/about-the-field/#0. 

 

https://ncph.org/what-is-public-history/about-the-field/#0
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“[Historians] must purge themselves of external loyalties: the historian’s primary allegiance 

is to ‘the objective historical truth.” 17  

The devastation brought about by World War I led many historians to conclude that 

there could be no such thing as one historical truth. Throughout World War I and the 

interwar years “… a changed cultural, social, and political climate produced ‘historical 

relativism,’ which, though it never became the dominant view within the profession, did put 

believers of objectivity on the defensive.” During World War II and the Cold War, the 

historical profession attempted to “establish a new, somewhat chastened, objectivist 

synthesis, trivializing the relativist critique by partially incorporating it.”18 Following the 

mid-1960s, there was a collapse of the postwar synthesis, leading to a period of “confusion, 

polarization, and uncertainty, in which the idea of historical objectivity [became] more 

problematic than ever before.”19 While some historians may see the “objectivist creed” as 

outdated today, the basic guidelines regarding objectivity have proven to be far reaching. For 

instance, the concept of objectivity also plays a central role in the debate as to whether or not 

history is part of the humanities or the social sciences. The social scientist looks for patterns, 

whereas the new historian looks for complexity in addition to patterns. Whether one is 

looking for patterns or complexity, changes or continuity, historians and social scientists 

continue to strive for objectivity. 

Repeatedly throughout my studies in the foundations of education, I have read 

scholars who encourage educators to become advocates for “social justice,” especially when 

it comes to issues of inequality and discrimination. James Banks notes that “schools need to 

 
17 Peter Novick, That Noble Dream: The "Objectivity Question" and the American 

Historical Profession (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 2.  
18 Ibid., 16. 
19 Ibid., 17. 
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teach about social justice issues in addition to basic skills… An education that is narrowly 

defined as academic achievement and testing will not prepare students to be reflective, moral, 

caring, and active citizens in a troubled world.”20 Listed among the issues worthy of being a 

social justice advocate is HIV/AIDS.  

In making a historical film about social activism, I eventually came to acknowledge 

that my oral history project and documentary film were, in fact, forms of social activism. 

According to John Stover III, filmmakers are themselves activists who engage in a “socially 

and artistically constructed process of framing social movements.” This approach 

subsequently provides “an opportunity for non-queer filmmakers to operate as straight 

allies.” This opportunity is not to be taken lightly, as documentary film contributes “an 

important avenue of media imagery for queer identity and politics.21” Additionally, oral 

history projects and documentary films are tremendous avenues for underrepresented voices 

to be heard. According to Friend and Caruthers, “Amplifying the voices of those who are 

silenced and less powerful begins to erase powerful texts of deficit theories and 

stereotyping.”22 In addition to the challenges associated with conducting oral history 

interviews and educating the public through a variety of public history projects, there are also 

many challenges and methods to consider when determining how to best maintain historical 

objectivity within a social justice project. Throughout the entire production process—from 

researching in the archives, contacting and selecting participants, conducting oral history 

 
20 James Banks and Cherry A. McGee Banks, Multicultural Education: Issues and Perspectives, 7th 

ed. (Hoboken: John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 2010), 5. 
21 John A. Stover III, “Framing Social Movements through Documentary Films,” Contexts 12, no. 4 

(Fall 2013): 56-58. 
22 Jennifer Friend and Loyce Caruthers, “Documentary Film: The Next Step in Qualitative Research 

to Illuminate Issues of Social Injustice in Urban Education,” International Journal of Learning, 
Teaching and Educational Research 15, no. 6 (May 2016): 33-47. 
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interviews, digitizing footage, and weaving together a narrative in post-production—I was 

constantly evaluating my methods and striving to create a narrative that was historically 

objective, but not neutral, on the issue of LGBTQ civil rights. 
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Figure 2: The official movie poster for The Ordinance Project, which premiered at the 2018 Kansas City LGBT Film 

Festival 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

Introductions and Archives 

In January 2016, as part of a graduate course in Kansas City activism, I met Jonathan 

D. Barnett—the man who ran as Kansas City’s first openly gay candidate for city council in 

1991. My class had been assigned the task of researching and writing about a local activist, 

and one of my professors suggested that I reach out to Barnett. Upon meeting him, I quickly 

learned that Jon D. Barnett desired to talk about more than just his political endeavors. In 

particular, Barnett spoke of his experiences as a cofounder and member of the Kansas City 

chapter of the AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power (ACT UP/KC). His stories about AIDS 

activism in the late 1980s and early 1990s were like nothing I had ever heard before. As an 

HIV-positive man, he explained how he carried deep feelings of survivor’s guilt after losing 

scores of friends during the height of the AIDS epidemic. Meeting Barnett was a life-

changing experience, and I soon found myself immersed in two local archives trying to learn 

more about the history of AIDS activism in Kansas City. 

 

Figure 3: Jon D. Barnett in our second meeting together at his house; February 2016 
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I discovered that Jim Hull—who cofounded ACT UP/KC alongside Barnett—had 

donated the organization’s official files to the Kansas City Public Library. The collection 

included letters, photographs, fliers, memos, newspaper articles, and—most surprisingly—

answering machine and VHS tapes documenting the protests, demonstrations, and news 

coverage of ACT UP/KC. All throughout 2016 and well after completing the class project, I 

continued to center my research on Kansas City AIDS activism. During this time, I learned 

of the treasure trove of primary sources located in the Gay and Lesbian Archive of Mid-

America (GLAMA), a subsection of UMKC’s LaBudde Special Collections. Thousands of 

primary sources—many of which have never been written about by historians—greatly 

helped to contextualize the stories that Barnett shared with me. 

 Stuart Hinds, the curator of GLAMA, became my mentor, and both he and Barnett 

helped to put me in touch with former members of ACT UP/KC, in addition to activists from 

other AIDS and gay rights organizations. Frequently, an email or phone conversation would 

lead to a meeting; people invited me into their homes where they would share their stories 

with me over a cup of coffee. As I continued to meet more and more people, they would 

often invite me into their basements, their attics, and their closets, where they would share 

pictures, letters, photographs, and—in many instances—VHS footage of home videos from 

their activist days. By the fall semester of 2016, I had become an ambassador for GLAMA—

encouraging anyone who desired to share their primary sources with the archive so that 

future scholars and activists could learn from their experiences.1  

 

 
1 To date, I have helped to secure six new collections for GLAMA: The Jonathan D. Barnett 
Collection, Kay Madden Collection, David Weeda Collection, Randy Hite Collection, Mark Manning 

Collection, and Steve Case Collection. 
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The Genesis of a Documentary Film 

As I continued to come across more and more VHS tapes of Kansas City AIDS 

activism, I became enthralled with the activists’ stories. At the same time, I began to feel 

incredibly overwhelmed. How could I ever capture the magnitude of these events through 

writing? The home video footage of protests and demonstrations captured the emotion, anger, 

and urgency that spilled forth from the activists in a way that could not be conveyed in 

words—at least not my words. As a historian and an educator, I came to believe that the best 

way to share these stories was to bring the video footage directly to a general audience. And 

over the course of the next year, I set out to learn more about what it would take to combine 

the VHS footage alongside primary sources and oral history interviews to make a 

documentary film about ACT UP/KC. 

Having spent years as a wedding videographer, I not only had experience filming live 

events and interviewing people, but I also knew what equipment would be necessary to 

digitize and edit the analog footage. Unfortunately, I had sold my film equipment back in 

2009, and as a graduate student, I did not have the funds necessary to purchase this 

equipment. Therefore—borrowing an analog converter and VHS player from a fellow 

filmmaker— I collaborated alongside representatives of the Kansas City Public Library and 

GLAMA, and I took it upon myself to digitize approximately 65 hours of VHS footage, a 

process which lasted well into 2018. The digitized footage was subsequently donated to both 

libraries and can now be requested for viewing by the public.2 

 
2 “Videos,” LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive of Mid-America at University of 

Missouri - Kansas City, Kansas City, MO, accessed October 9, 2021, 

https://library.umkc.edu/GLAMA/videos. All digitized footage has been archived into the GLAMA 

collection from which the VHS tape belongs. Digital copies of select videos have been uploaded on 

GLAMA’s website.  
 

https://library.umkc.edu/GLAMA/videos
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Figure 4: VHS footage of ACT/UPKC. On far right is Jon D. Barnett 

 

Figure 5: Activists gathered outside of City Hall in downtown Kansas City, MO in June 1989 

 

Figure 6: ACT UP/KC activists spread a giant banner outside of City Hall which reads, "STOP AIDS" 
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Ordinance 65430 

Jim Hull, who cofounded ACT UP/KC alongside Jon D. Barnett, continually told me, 

“You can’t talk about AIDS without talking about homophobia.”3 Indeed, the more I 

researched the history of ACT UP/KC, the more recognized that the rise of AIDS activism in 

Kansas City coincided with a resurgence of gay rights activism which centered on 

combatting homophobia.4 A plethora of new organizations sprang forth in Kansas City in the 

late 1980s and early 1990s—one of which, the Human Rights Ordinance Project, was 

frequently cited in newspaper articles concerning a controversial nondiscrimination 

ordinance introduced by the Kansas City Council in 1990. I learned that this ordinance, 

which initially failed to pass, included protections for citizens based upon sexual orientation, 

as well as protections for people with HIV/AIDS, in the areas of housing, employment, and 

public accommodations. 

 

Figure 7:Newspaper clippings of the 1990 ordinance debate found in GLAMA. 

 
3 Jim Hull, pre-oral history interview by Austin Williams, Kansas City, Missouri, Summer 2016. 
4 Stuart Hinds, “History of Pride: Kansas City’s LGBT Community has been Celebrating for Nearly 

40 Years,” The Phoenix Newsletter, Summer 2014. 16-17, accessed October 15, 2021, 

https://library.umkc.edu/content/images/glama/timeline/1975-pride.pdf.  

 

https://library.umkc.edu/content/images/glama/timeline/1975-pride.pdf
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By this point, my research interests had moved beyond AIDS activism to encompass 

the broader activism of Kansas City LGBTQ communities during the late 1980s and early 

1990s. I wanted to find a focal point to tell the parallel stories of Kansas City’s AIDS 

activism and the struggle for LGBTQ civil rights, so I began to look further into this specific 

ordinance. The newspaper articles referenced overwhelming amounts of testimony, and I 

recalled that Barnett had mentioned that this ordinance was one of the most controversial 

pieces of legislation that he could remember.5 I began to wonder if there was any existing 

footage of these hearings and testimony. After numerous conversations with the City Clerk of 

Kansas City, I confirmed that nobody at City Hall had preserved the footage of this public 

testimony; however, I eventually discovered that one of the activists I was speaking with, 

Steve Pierce, had recorded over seven hours’ worth of this ordinance testimony on one of the 

VHS tapes that I was digitizing.6 Finding the actual testimony to be even more powerful than 

the newspapers had described, I decided to focus my case study—and vicariously the 

documentary film—on Ordinance 65430.  

 
5 Jean Haley, “Informed, Fair-minded People Favor Ordinance,” Kansas City Star, May 10, 1990; 

Steve Farnsworth, “Rights Ordinance is Stalled,” Kansas City Star, May 10, 1990. 
6 Original VHS copies of Ordinance 65430 testimony before the Kansas City Council on April 25, 

1990 and May 2, 1990 can be found in LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive of Mid-

America at University of Missouri - Kansas City, Kansas City, MO. via the Jonathan D. Barnett 

Collection and the Steve Pierce Collection (digital files accessible upon request). 
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              Figure 8: Activist Steve Pierce testifying in front of City Councilmembers in 1990 

   

Figure 9: Local news coverage of Ordinance 65430 



30 

 

 

Figure 10: ACTUP/KC protests inside the City Council chambers during the hearings for Ordinance 65430 

The Crowdfunding Campaign 

In the spring of 2017, I partnered with the Gay and Lesbian Archive of Mid America 

(GLAMA) and the Kansas City LGBT Film Festival to launch The Ordinance Project, a 

crowdfunding initiative to capture the stories of Kansas City activists, community organizers, 

and politicians directly involved in fighting for the passage of antidiscrimination legislation 

for lesbians, gay men, bisexuals, transgender individuals, and people with HIV/AIDS in the 

late 1980s and early 1990s. Crowdfunding is commonly understood as “the practice of 

obtaining needed funding by soliciting contributions from a large number of people 

especially from the online community.”7 Having spent the previous seventeen months 

researching the topic, reaching out to individuals, and conducting pre-interviews, I had 

 
7 “Definition of Crowdfunding,” Merriam-Webster, accessed on January 5, 2022, https://www.merriam-

webster.com/dictionary/crowdfunding. 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/crowdfunding
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/crowdfunding
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identified approximately twenty people who were willing to participate in an oral history 

project. Many of them, however, lived outside of Kansas City—as far as Bangor, Maine and 

Orange County, California. In addition to travel costs, the fundraising campaign aimed to 

raise enough money to buy high-quality film equipment, as I sought to capture the oral 

histories in 4K digital video rather than simple audio recordings.  

The plan was to launch a 40-day campaign that would kick-off at the 2017 Kansas 

City LGBT Film Festival, an endeavor which took months of planning. I researched 

fundraising platforms, and after careful consideration, opted to go with Indiegogo. I spent 

weeks designing the Indiegogo site and linked it to the URL address 

www.theordinanceproject.com (no longer active). I then reached out to Mark Manning, a 

former AIDS activist and host of the Wednesday Weekday Medley on KKFI 98.1 FM. The 

week before the film festival, I participated in an hour-long discussion on Manning’s radio 

program alongside David Weeda, a cofounder of the Kansas City Human Rights Ordinance 

Project.8 Additionally, I wrote an article for Camp, a local LGBTQ periodical, highlighting 

the story that I wished to tell in the film and why it was such a significant part of Kansas 

City’s history. Additionally, I reached out to editors at The Phoenix—Kansas City’s LGBTQ 

newsletter—who offered to write an article about the fundraising campaign.9 Mary Sanchez, 

who covered Kansas City AIDS and gay rights activism as a journalist in the early 1990s, 

 
8 Austin Williams, “Wednesday MidDay Medley presents: Salty + Out Here Now and The Ordinance 

Project,” Wednesday Midday Medley. KKFI: Kansas City Community Radio, June 20, 2018, accessed 

October 15, 2021, http://www.kkfi.org/program-episodes/wednesday-midday-medley-presents-salty-

now-ordinance-project/. 
9 Austin Williams, “When ACT UP/KC Stormed City Hall,” Camp, June 2017; Jamie Rich, “Film 

Fest to Help Launch ‘Ordinance Project,’” Camp, June 2017; Joel Barrett, “Untold Stories: Kansas 

City’s LGBTQ Film Festival,” The Phoenix, June/July 2017. 

http://www.theordinanceproject.com/
http://www.kkfi.org/program-episodes/wednesday-midday-medley-presents-salty-now-ordinance-project/
http://www.kkfi.org/program-episodes/wednesday-midday-medley-presents-salty-now-ordinance-project/
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was also kind enough to write an article about the project in The Kansas City Star.10 Finally, 

partnering with longtime Kansas City filmmaker Bill Pryor, I then wrote, filmed, and edited a 

five-minute promotional video for the Indiegogo website, in addition to social media sites 

such as Facebook and YouTube.11  

A reception was held for supporters and participants on the opening night of the 2017 

Kansas City LGBT Film Festival, and the promotional video was screened as a theatrical 

trailer before the award-winning film, The Lavender Scare. The director of that film, Josh 

Howard, was in attendance and went on to become a great mentor and contributor to the 

project. The evening was a huge success, and thanks to coverage in the Kansas City Star, 

along with the overwhelming support on social media, we were able to reach our final goal. 

At the end of the 40-day campaign, The Ordinance Project raised $15,675.12 

 

Figure 11: Indiegogo fundraising initiative raised $15,675 

 
10 Mary Sanchez, “Kansas City’s Contentious LGBT History is Relevant Today,” Kansas City Star, 

July 31, 2017. 
11 Austin Williams, “The Ordinance Project Fundraiser,” YouTube, 4:27, June 19, 2017, video, 4:27, 

accessed on October 9, 2021, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fDqe4vTPx7o . 
12Austin Williams, “The Ordinance Project,” Indiegogo, June 2017, accessed on October 9, 2021, 

https://www.indiegogo.com/projects/the-ordinance-project#/. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fDqe4vTPx7o
https://www.indiegogo.com/projects/the-ordinance-project#/
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Figure 12: Facebook fundraising video for "The Ordinance Project" 

 

Figure 13: Image from fundraising video that premiered at the 2017 KC LGBT Film Festival 
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Figure 14: Appearing on Mark Manning's radio program 
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Figure 15: Article written for Camp Magazine in June 2017 
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Figure 16: Me (left) with director Josh Howard (center) and activist David Weeda (right) at 2017 KC LGBT Film Festival 

 

Figure 17: Posing with activist Lea Hopkins at 2017 KC LGBT Film Festival 
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The GLAMA Oral History Project 

 Upon completion of the fundraising campaign in late July 2017, I focused my energy 

on finishing my comprehensive exams, which I successfully passed throughout October and 

early November. During those months, I also purchased film equipment, continued my 

research, and scheduled the oral history interviews so that filming could begin immediately 

following the completion of the exams. The timing worked out very well, as I was able to 

immerse myself in readings over the ethics and best practices for conducting oral histories. I 

also registered as an official volunteer for the GLAMA Oral History Project. Between 

November 13, 2017 and May 19, 2018, I conducted over twenty oral history interviews that I 

recorded in 4K quality video on a digital DSLR camera with high-end audio.13 The following 

section of this essay serves to explain why I chose to conduct these interviews as a registered 

volunteer for GLAMA and how I took my skills and training as an oral historian into account 

while scheduling, preparing, filming, and conducting these interviews. 

The GLAMA Oral History Project is a collaborative collecting initiative between 

LaBudde Special Collections at UMKC’s Miller Nichols Library, the Kansas City Museum, 

and the Jackson County Historical Society. “The purpose of the GLAMA Oral History 

Project is to collect audio- and video-recorded life stories of gay, lesbian, bisexual, and 

transgendered [sic] individuals and others in the Kansas City metropolitan area in support of 

the mission of GLAMA: to ‘collect, preserve, and make accessible materials documenting 

the LGBT community of Kansas City.’”14 Through the GLAMA Oral History Project, I had 

 
13 Subsequent oral histories have also been conducted on behalf of the GLAMA Oral History Project 

since the completion of the documentary film in 2018. 
14 This statement comes from the GLAMA Oral History Project mission statement as cited on the 

waiver forms signed by participants of the GLAMA Oral History Project. 
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the unique opportunity to interview individuals who fought for the health and civil rights of 

LGBTQ Kansas Citians. 

By registering with GLAMA as an official volunteer, I was able to ensure that the oral 

histories would have an archival home where all researchers would be able access them in 

the future. Additionally, the GLAMA Oral History Project has been approved by a member 

of the Oral History Subcommittee of the Social Sciences Institutional Review Board of the 

University of Missouri- Kansas City. While I intended to draw from these interviews for the 

making of a documentary film, it is important to note that the purpose of these interviews 

was first and foremost to assist GLAMA in their mission of collecting LGBTQ stories. 

Therefore, it was important to conduct each interview in a way that allowed it to serve as a 

standalone oral history and not just footage for a documentary film. When an oral history 

interview was conducted, an informed consent form was provided to all participants detailing 

the interview process, the participant’s right to confidentiality (they were allowed to use a 

pseudonym if they preferred), and detailed instructions that GLAMA “shall retain the 

nonexclusive rights to copy, use and publish their interview in part or in full until their death, 

at which time their heirs, executors, and assigns will hold these rights.”15  

It is worth noting, however, that in the midst of this project, on January 19, 2018, the 

Department of Education (along with fifteen other departments) announced through the 

Federal Register official revisions deeming oral histories “not to be research,” meaning oral 

histories can now be conducted outside the realm of human research and without the 

necessary oversight of the Social Sciences Institutional Review Board: 

“This final rule is intended to better protect human subjects involved in research, 

while facilitating valuable research and reducing burden, delay, and ambiguity for 

 
15 Ibid. 
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investigators. These revisions are an effort to modernize, simplify, and enhance the 

current system of oversight… Research means a systematic investigation, including 

research development, testing, and evaluation, designed to develop or contribute to 

generalizable knowledge… For purposes of this part, the following activities are 

deemed not to be research: Scholarly and journalistic activities (e.g. oral history, 

journalism, biography, literary criticism, legal research, and historical 

scholarship), including the collection and use of information, that focus directly on 

the specific individuals about whom the information is collected.”16 

While oral historians around the country have clamored for years that their work should 

not be included in human subject research, that is not to say that there are not ethical 

concerns which still accompany the relationship between interviewer and participant. Such 

concerns include the selection of participants, pre-interviews, consent forms, and audio-

visual concerns. This is especially relevant when participating in the field of queer oral 

history. Considering that the vast majority of my interviews took place with members of 

LGBTQ communities, I drew heavily upon Alamillo Boyd’s and Horacio N. Roque 

Ramirez’s edited work, Bodies of Evidence (2012), which emphasizes the unique 

circumstances that must be taken into account when conducting queer oral histories. As Boyd 

and Ramirez have noted, “To go public—through a recording—with the memory of one’s 

and others’ erotic bodies continues to be a challenging position to take.”17 As a volunteer for 

such an oral history project, I greatly shared these concerns and took as many precautions as 

possible to prepare for conducting the oral history interviews. 

 
16 “Federal Policy for the Protection of Human Subjects,” Federal Register: The Daily Journal of the 

United States Government, National Archives, January 19, 2017, accessed on October 9, 2021, 

https://www.federalregister.gov/d/2017-01058/p-1354. 

17 Nan Alamilla Boyd and Haracio N. Roque Ramirez, Bodies of Evidence: The Practice of 

Queer Oral History (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012), 12.  

https://www.federalregister.gov/d/2017-01058/p-1354
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When conducting queer oral histories, it is especially important to recognize and 

acknowledge the unique relationship that is shared between the interviewer and the 

participant. In my situation, this included acknowledging my positionality as a straight, 

White, cisgender male who grew up in a different decade than the participants. As David 

Takacs has noted, “We must understand how we are positioned in relation to others—as 

dominant/subordinate, marginal/center, empowered/powerless.”18 Considering we all have 

our own biases fueled by our personal experiences, my memories of the American AIDS 

epidemic are greatly different than the individuals who participated in the oral history 

project. This forced me to question how my approach to interviewing—and subsequently the 

interpretations taken from the interviews—might be filtered through the lens of my own 

personal experiences, whether they be intentional or unconscious. This is not necessarily an 

easy task, as “Few things are more difficult than to see outside the bounds of our own 

perspective—to be able to identify assumptions that we take as universal truths, but that 

instead have been crafted by our own unique identity and experiences in the world.”19 As a 

straight White man, many of the “norms” of American society benefit me, and it is easy for 

me to reinforce these norms because I am not forced to challenge them. 

The effects of my positionality cannot be eliminated; only limited. My experiences, 

opinions, and values influence my understanding of the world. In the process of 

acknowledging and then reviewing my own biases, I was forced to reflect critically upon my 

own homophobic past, in particular my teenage years. It has been a long journey from being 

homophobic—to tolerant—to accepting—and eventually to advocating for members of 

 
18 David Takas, “Positionality, Epistemology, and Social Justice in the Classroom,” Social Justice 29, 
no. 4 (2002): 169. 
19 Ibid. 
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LGBTQ communities. I have taken great efforts to educate myself, to learn more about the 

experiences of individuals who identify as a part of LGBTQ communities, and to move 

forward as an ally. However, I understand that there are still inherited biases that I continue 

to carry to this day, which I attempt to limit by continually reflecting upon how my 

experiences may be skewing my understanding of others. 

In preparing for the interviews, I drew from books such as Doing Oral History (2014) 

by Donald A. Ritchie, which contain great lessons in how to conduct, teach, and present oral 

histories, in addition to practical lessons in videotaping, archiving, digitizing, and 

understanding legal concerns. One such lesson reminds interviewers that “People remember 

what they think is important, not necessarily what the interviewer thinks is most 

consequential… Regardless of the project’s worthy objectives, a good oral history will 

always leave room for interviewees to speak their own minds, and will not try to shoe-horn 

their responses into a prepared questionnaire or mind-set.”20 This advice parallels that of 

Patricia Leavy, who notes, “oral history seeks comprehensive or holistic understanding.”21 

Even though my research centered on Kansas City’s nondiscrimination ordinance, as a 

volunteer for the GLAMA Oral History Project, it was important to allow the participants to 

discuss a wide variety of topics. 

The physical setup for the interviews also raised a number of ethical concerns that 

needed to be taken into consideration. For instance, while lighting may enhance the quality of 

a video, it may also make the interviewee feel uncomfortable. With this in mind, all 

 
20 Donald Ritchie, Doing Oral History: A Practical Guide, 3rd ed. (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2014), 32. 
21 Patricia Leavy, Oral History: Understanding Qualitative Research (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2014), 17. 
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participants in the GLAMA oral history project were allowed to participate at their comfort 

level. Interviews were allowed to take place wherever it was deemed most comfortable for 

the person being interviewed. In many instances, this was the person’s home. In other 

circumstances, it was a pre-selected site, such as Miller Nichols Library.  

When possible, I found it wise to reach out to the individual for a pre-interview 

meeting. Something as simple as sharing a cup of coffee can help put the interviewee at ease. 

Another way in which I prepared for the interviews was with a careful reading of all primary 

and secondary source materials available ahead of time. Although I had questions ready for 

each interview, flexibility was a critical key to ensuring that the participants felt comfortable. 

While I may have guided the interview, say for instance by asking questions about events in 

chronological order, I never tried to steer the participant toward a predetermined answer and 

always allowed them to elaborate upon a topic even if their answer took them in a different 

direction than the original intent of the question. This is also another reason that it was 

important not to set time limits on the length of the oral history interviews and to be flexible 

and available to conduct a second interview if necessary. 

After taking these ethical concerns into consideration, I identified a number of key 

individuals to interview for the GLAMA Oral History Project. These included members of 

activist organizations dedicated to promoting gay and lesbian civil rights during the 1980s 

and 1990s, such as the Pink Triangle Political Coalition, the Kansas City Chapter of the 

AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power, and the Human Rights Ordinance Project. Additionally, I 

also interviewed representatives and volunteers from the Kansas City Council, the AIDS 

Council, the Mayors Commission on Lesbian and Gay Concerns, and the Mayors 

Commission on Hate Groups. To date, I have conducted over forty hours of oral history 
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interviews with 23 of the Kansas City activists, community organizers, and politicians 

directly involved in fighting for the passage of antidiscrimination legislation for LGBTQ 

communities and people with HIV/AIDS.  

 

 

 

Figure 18: Interviews from the GLAMA Oral History Project 
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Figure 19: Interviewing former ACTUP/KC members Carl Hippensteel and Jim Hull 

 

Figure 20: Interviewing activist J. Kent Barnhart 
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Figure 21: Leading a group interview (I'm off camera) at UMKC's Miller Nichols Library 

 

 

Figure 22: Interviewing Congressman Emanuel Cleaver 



46 

 

CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS/SIGNIFICANCE  

The oral history interviews and archival research yielded a number of discoveries 

which were laid forth in a series of public history projects. This included the documentary 

film, The Ordinance Project, which premiered at the 2018 Kansas City LGBT Film Festival. 

This section aims to highlight the key findings which were identified through this historical 

case study and will also show how Kansas City’s push for a nondiscrimination ordinance 

based upon HIV/AIDS status and sexual orientation fits into the broader context of local and 

national events of the 1980s and early 1990s. 

In doing so, this section answers the following research questions centering on Ordinance 

65430: Why was there a push to include both sexual orientation and HIV status in the same 

piece of legislation? Is it possible that the AIDS epidemic forced city officials to confront 

LGBTQ civil rights issues that they otherwise would have ignored? Why did so many people 

turn out to both support and oppose this legislative measure? Who specifically testified at 

these hearings? Why did they testify? Did Kansas City’s experience differ or parallel that of 

other metropolitan areas at that time? Why did Ordinance 65430 never receive an official 

vote from the Kansas City Council? And what might a case study of this ordinance reveal 

about the sort of unique challenges faced by members of Kansas City’s LGBTQ communities 

during the AIDS epidemic?  
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Kansas City’s LGBTQ Communities Before HIV/AIDS 

When the first case of what came to be labeled acquired immune deficiency 

syndrome (AIDS) was reported in Kansas City in October, 1982,  the city already had a long 

history of gay and lesbian activism. 1 Kansas City played host to the first national gathering 

of gay rights organizations in 1966, where the groups formed the National Conference of 

Homophile Organizations, or NACHO.2 Also emerging from that meeting was the Phoenix 

Society, Kansas City’s local gay rights organization, which served as a publishing 

clearinghouse for homophile newsletters and magazines across the country. According to 

historian Kevin Scharlau, the Phoenix Society’s early activism in Kansas City “echoed 

methods and actions of the wider homophile community.” 3 As one of just fifteen formal 

homophile organizations nationwide in 1966, the group focused on publishing and 

pamphleteering to increase awareness of issues affecting the gay community. The Phoenix 

Society fought for political rights and social awareness, and the group’s reliance on 

“psychological, sociological, and psychiatric experts to demonstrate the illogical nature of 

discriminatory laws against gays reflected trends in the mid-1960s homophile community.”4 

Scharlau contends that by the end of the decade, the Phoenix Society had reached 

“unfathomable heights within the homophile community.”5 However, in the years 

immediately following the Stonewall Rebellion, which took place in New York’s Greenwich 

Village in June 1969, activists nationwide began to adopt more confrontational tactics. The 

 
1 Tom Ramstack, “Disease Afflicting Homosexuals Reported in Kansas City,” Kansas City Times, 
October 14th, 1982. 
2 Kevin Scharlau, “Navigating Change in the Homophile Heartland: Kansas City’s Phoenix Society 

and the Early Gay Rights Movement, 1966-1971,” Missouri Historical Review 109, no. 4 (July 2015): 

234-253.  
3 Ibid., 242. 
4 Ibid., 242. 
5 Ibid., 246. 
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Phoenix Society’s advocacy had always been nonconfrontational, and the gay community’s 

turn toward more militant tactics “caught the organization flat-footed.”6 The group ceased to 

exist by the middle of 1971. 

When Keith Spare moved to Kansas City in 1975, he sought to help fill the void left 

by the departure of the Phoenix Society. Spare and his twin brother were born on Christmas 

Day in 1949 in the small town of Padonia, Kansas. “Growing up in Brown County, Kansas,” 

he told me, “you didn’t know or hear anything about gay, lesbian, or anything like that.” 

Spare graduated from Kansas State University with an interdisciplinary master’s degree in 

counseling and gay and lesbian studies. As he later recalled in our interview, “I had actually 

done my whole course of study in counseling lesbian and gay people… and when I came to 

Kansas City, one of the first things I did was I got some folks together to form Gay Talk.” 

Spare noted that part of his reasoning for forming Gay Talk, a phone hotline for gay men and 

lesbians, was due to the fact that there were not many local gay periodicals around at that 

time. “And the general conduit for many years was to call Gay Talk to find out what was 

happening, where, and when.”7 

In addition to Gay Talk, members of Kansas City’s LGBTQ communities formed 

other groups, such as a local chapter of Christopher Street, the national organization named 

after the street where the Stonewall Rebellion had taken place. In our interview together, 

activist Lea Hopkins recalled forming the Kansas City chapter of Christopher Street through 

acquaintances she made at the Metropolitan Community Church. Hopkins was born an only 

child in 1944 in Kansas City, Kansas. She first realized that she was gay when she was 14, 

 
6 Ibid., 247. 
7 Keith Spare, “GLAMA Oral History Project,” interview by Austin R. Williams on November 13, 

2017 in Kansas City, Missouri, transcript, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive of 

Mid-America at University of Missouri - Kansas City, Kansas City, MO. 
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and later graduated from Sumner High School in 1962. Hopkins eventually left Kansas City 

for New York because she felt that she could never come out as a lesbian in her hometown. 

She remembered thinking: 

This is your move. This is what you need to do. You need to leave the Midwest, get 

out of here . . . I know now that I am absolutely gay and a lesbian, but I’ll never ever come 

out in Kansas City; I just won’t.”8  

 

Hopkins further explained that her relationship with her family and their church was one of 

the key reasons that she chose to keep her sexual orientation a secret well into her twenties: 

Being Afro-American—that wasn’t even a question, you know. At that time, and I’m 

sure in some Afro-American churches to this day, homosexuality is not discussed, 

and if it is, it’s in a very negative way. And Afro-Americans, our backgrounds, it is 

the church. This is your gathering place; this is your family core. Everyone knows 

your family; everyone knows your grandma, grandpa, generations, whatever. . . . 

[Telling them I’m a lesbian] would have been horrendous for me and my family at 

that time.9 

 

But upon returning to Kansas City in the mid-1970s, she was now proudly out as a lesbian, 

and she remembered being excited to find a new community centered around the 

Metropolitan Community Church (MCC). She recalled:  

That was a safe place to be, Metropolitan Community Church. That’s how I met 

Judith, Ken, and Michael, and they started Christopher Street. And [they] asked me if 

I would like to get involved with politics or whatever. . . . I came back to Kansas City 

and they had not even had a Gay Pride in Kansas City. And I was like, Are you 

kidding? No Gay Pride Parade in Kansas City? And that’s how I got involved with 

Christopher Street, and our first project was to have Gay Pride in Kansas City.10 

In addition to organizing Kansas City’s first gay pride parades, members of the newly 

formed Christopher Street united in resisting those who fought against gay rights measures. 

 
8 Lea Hopkins, “GLAMA Oral History Project,” interview by Austin R. Williams on November 19, 

2017 in Kansas City, Kansas, transcript, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive of 

Mid-America at University of Missouri - Kansas City, Kansas City, MO, available online at 

https://library.umkc.edu/OralHistoryFiles/Transcripts//Hopkins-transcript.pdf. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Ibid. 

https://library.umkc.edu/OralHistoryFiles/Transcripts/Hopkins-transcript.pdf
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In July of 1977, Hopkins and members of Christopher Street organized a demonstration in 

which hundreds of Kansas Citians protested outside Municipal Auditorium when Florida 

Orange Juice spokeswoman Anita Bryant came to record an episode of Pat Robertson’s “The 

700 Club” during her “Save Our Children” campaign—an effort to overturn ordinances 

prohibiting discrimination based upon sexual orientation which had recently passed in 

various municipalities across the United States.11 Hopkins proudly recalled how Christopher 

Street managed to organize such a large crowd to protest Bryant:  

So when Anita Bryant did her orange juice tour and we knew that she was coming to 

Kansas City, Christopher Street, we phone banked—we had at least 50 people on the 

phone every day, calling, calling, calling. Come out; downtown Kansas City; she’s in 

town; you need to be there. You need to be there. . . . It was the largest demonstration 

that Kansas City had ever seen of any kind, let alone gay. Anita Bryant refused to do 

a news conference with me. Not a problem, Anita. No problem.12  

 

Much like Spare and Hopkins, many of the gay men and women who I interviewed were not 

originally from Kansas City. For those who moved here in the 1970s and 1980s, they spoke 

of the importance of finding friends or a community where they felt welcomed. Once again, 

in that regard, the Metropolitan Community Church served a significant role, just as it did in 

cities across the country. Having been raised in the small town of Colby, Kansas, Jon D. 

Barnett described the Metropolitan Community Church as serving “a really critical role 

because it was sort of a comfortable place to merge my identity into a gay identity. . . . 

[MCC] is the church that predominantly served the gay community. They don't like to be 

 
11 Stuart Hinds, “Anita Bryant: Hatemonger Descends on Kansas City,” The Phoenix Newsletter 

(Kansas City, MO), October/November 2015, 10-12, accessed October 9, 2021, 

https://library.umkc.edu/content/images/glama/timeline/1977-bryant.pdf. 
12 Lea Hopkins, “GLAMA Oral History Project,” interview by Austin R. Williams on November 19, 

2017 in Kansas City, Kansas, transcript, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive of 

Mid-America at University of Missouri - Kansas City, Kansas City, MO, available online at 

https://library.umkc.edu/OralHistoryFiles/Transcripts//Hopkins-transcript.pdf. 

https://library.umkc.edu/content/images/glama/timeline/1977-bryant.pdf
https://library.umkc.edu/OralHistoryFiles/Transcripts/Hopkins-transcript.pdf
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called a gay church, but that's really what it was.”13 And much like Hopkins, MCC helped 

Barnett to become familiar with other preexisting organizations, communities, and resources. 

He noted that it was through MCC that he became acquainted with Gay Talk. “Volunteers 

were staying up all night at home just taking phone calls from people, Where's the gay bar? 

How do I tell my parents? I'm depressed. . . . It was a combination of crisis intervention, but 

also community referrals. . . . That was the early manifestations of becoming a part of a 

community.”14 

Steve Pierce also spoke of how being a Gay Talk volunteer connected him with others 

in Kansas City’s LGBTQ communities. Born and raised in Kentucky, he moved to Kansas 

City after serving in the army in Germany during the Vietnam War. Having been forced to 

keep his sexual orientation a secret while serving in the military, Pierce appreciated how 

difficult it could be for gay men and lesbians to find each other. He recalled: 

That phone line was used for a wide variety of things; for people who just wanted to 

know where the bars were [or] where they could pick up somebody. . . . And Gay 

Talk was just very helpful for me to go through the coming out process. . . . It got me 

more fired up to be involved; to do more. And a lot of things for me really grew from 

that Gay Talk experience.15 

 

In addition to helping volunteers find a community, the primary role of Gay Talk was 

to help members of Kansas City’s LGBTQ communities with their specific needs and 

 
13 Jon D. Barnett, “GLAMA Oral History Project,” interview by Austin R. Williams on November 16, 

2017 in Kansas City, Missouri, transcript, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive of 

Mid-America at University of Missouri - Kansas City, Kansas City, MO, available online at 

https://library.umkc.edu/OralHistoryFiles/Transcripts//Barnett-Jonathan-transcript-171116.pdf. 
14 Ibid. 
15 Steve Pierce, “GLAMA Oral History Project,” interview by Austin R. Williams on November 17, 

2017 in Kansas City, Missouri, transcript, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive of 

Mid-America at University of Missouri - Kansas City, Kansas City, MO. 

https://library.umkc.edu/OralHistoryFiles/Transcripts/Barnett-Jonathan-transcript-171116.pdf
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concerns. Many of these concerns involved discrimination in housing and employment. 

Pierce recalled: 

Over the course of an evening, you’d get—Oh, it seemed like early on you’d get a lot 

of calls, Hi, I’m in town.  Where are the bars?  So, you’d tell them that.  By about 

mid-evening you might get more serious calls.  People might want to know about—I 

don’t know. Where could I find an attorney?  You might get things like, I’ve been 

kicked out of my apartment.  Where can I go and get a place to sleep tonight? . . . 

There would be a lot of issues that would come up with legal challenges.  A lot of 

things—Someone may have been fired because they were gay.  Someone may have 

been kicked out housing because they were gay.  Someone may have been threatened 

because they were gay.  And things like that.  And they’d want an attorney.16 

 

Pierce explained that Gay Talk volunteers helped to put people in contact with a wide variety 

of industry professionals. He stated: 

When you went through the Gay Talk training, they tried to teach you to be mini-

counselors, essentially. . . . And that’s what we tried to accomplish on the phone; to 

get people to a stable place, into professional help if they needed it, and so forth. . . .  

Gay Talk had a big manual, a great big notebook.  And we had lists of medical 

people. We had especially psychologists, people who might need counseling, social 

workers, [and] attorneys.17 

 

In interview after interview, participants attested to the fact that discrimination against 

lesbians, gay men, bisexuals, and transgender citizens was highly prevalent in Kansas City 

throughout the late 1970s and 1980s. Lea Hopkins confirmed why many people felt the 

necessity to keep their identities hidden. “You had to stay in the closet. You know, that was 

the only way you kept a job. That was the only way that you stayed in the apartment that you 

were in. And it was—it was so prevalent; it was insane. It was just insane.”18 

 
16 Ibid. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Lea Hopkins, “GLAMA Oral History Project,” interview by Austin R. Williams on November 19, 

2017 in Kansas City, Kansas, transcript, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive of 

Mid-America at University of Missouri - Kansas City, Kansas City, MO, available online at 

https://library.umkc.edu/OralHistoryFiles/Transcripts//Hopkins-transcript.pdf. 
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HIV/AIDS in Kansas City, Missouri 1981-1986 

Throughout 1981 and 1982, newspapers across the country reported that doctors had 

discovered a perplexing new disease afflicting gay men in Los Angeles, New York, and San 

Francisco. The first case of what was eventually labeled acquired immune deficiency 

syndrome (AIDS) was reported in Kansas City on October 14, 1982.19 While members of 

Kansas City’s gay community certainly took notice of the alarming reports, their isolation 

from the epicenters of outbreak left many feeling safe, apathetic, or even skeptical of the 

mystery disease. Even as scores of gay men in U.S. coastal cities continued to become 

diagnosed with what some doctors referred to as GRID—Gay Related Immune Deficiency—

it remained unclear whether gay men in the Midwest had any reason to worry. Yet even the 

skeptics soon realized that the new disease was very much a reality for all Americans, and 

indeed the rest of the world. 

 When doctors officially identified the new disease the following summer, it still evaded 

easy definition or categorization. By July 1983, a national average of 165 new cases were 

reported each month, yet the Kansas City Health Department had only identified four local 

cases. That number would soon change. Within a few months, as many as 150 people in the 

Kansas City metropolitan area were suffering from symptoms that pointed to the disorder in 

its developing stages.20 And by 1985, there was no doubt that HIV/AIDS had undeniably 

reached the Midwest. 

 
19 Tom Ramstack, “Disease Afflicting Homosexuals Reported in Kansas City,” Kansas City Times, 

October 14, 1982. 
20 Howard Goodman, “Health Groups Making Strides to Find Cause, Cure for AIDS,” Kansas City 
Times, July 2, 1983; Howard Goodman, “AIDS Victim Injects New Life into Project,” Kansas City 

Times, November 15, 1983. 
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As the number of those diagnosed continued to rise, Kansas City struggled to 

formulate any sort of cohesive response to the escalating epidemic. Gay men, in particular, 

were losing friends and loved ones at an alarming rate, and many believed that homophobia 

prevented government officials from taking appropriate action. Volunteer organizations like 

the Good Samaritan Project took on the responsibility of hospice care for those in the direst 

situations, although funding such endeavors proved to be quite difficult. Still, multiple 

interviewees noted the importance of the services which were made available by the Kansas 

City Free Health Clinic, and also of the efforts of specific individual physicians such as Dr. 

Sharon Lee. Hopkins told me, “I don’t know what gay men in the Midwest would do without 

that woman. . . . She is phenomenal!21 

By the mid-1980s, Gay Talk was just one of several services offered under the umbrella 

of a new organization, the Gay Services Network (which would later go on to become the Gay 

and Lesbian Services Network). Steve Pierce, who continued to serve in the organization, 

recalled in our interview how the onset of HIV/AIDS impacted the work performed by Gay 

Talk and Gay Services Network (GSN). He stated: 

When AIDS came along, we started getting much more targeted medical questions.  

And just questions about AIDS, in general. And we really had to step up our education 

about AIDS to ourselves. . . . Good Samaritan Project and Virginia Allen [Director of 

Good Samaritan Project] were stepping up to do things looking after people with HIV.  

But I didn’t see too much going on in the community really educating people about 

how not to get the disease; about what it was—you know, that sort of thing. And so I 

was pushing GSN to step that up a little bit. . . . We put on safer sex workshops at two 

or three of the bars on, like, Saturday afternoons. We put some on down at the Kansas 

City Free Health Clinic. You know, gay people telling gay people how to have safer 

 
21 Lea Hopkins, “GLAMA Oral History Project,” interview by Austin R. Williams on November 19, 

2017 in Kansas City, Kansas, transcript, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive of 

Mid-America at University of Missouri - Kansas City, Kansas City, MO, available online at 

https://library.umkc.edu/OralHistoryFiles/Transcripts//Hopkins-transcript.pdf. 
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gay sex. . . . But obviously, we had to step up the action on HIV . . . and we were 

swamped.22 

In addition to learning about the medical aspects of HIV/AIDS, LGBTQ organizations 

were forced to educate themselves on many of the legal questions brought upon by the disease. 

“Again,” noted Pierce, “this opened up a whole new legal set of things that people had to deal 

with.  Where could people who had HIV find housing if they got kicked out? If you had been 

kicked out for being gay, you had one set of problems. If you were being kicked out for being 

HIV-positive, you had a totally different set of challenges.”23 In order to help people with 

AIDS (PWAs) with their unique set of challenges, organizations like GSN leaned heavily on 

attorneys who were either allied with or part of LGBTQ communities. 

Kay Madden was one of the attorneys who was learning how to specialize in serving 

PWAs and members of LGBTQ communities in the 1980s. Having told her friends and 

family that she was a lesbian during her time at UMKC’s Law School, she later recalled in 

our interview how the experience of becoming a new attorney encouraged her to use the law 

as a tool to help combat the discrimination that she witnessed among fellow members of 

LGBTQ communities. “After I graduated from law school and passed the bar— Slough & 

Connealy [a Kansas City law firm] asked me to work with them . . . [and] that’s how I got 

involved with the political things that I got to do with the gay and lesbian movement.” 

Through her new law firm, Madden joined GOAL, the Gay Organized Alliance for 

Liberation. “They’d been around [in Kansas City] for—I think—quite a while by the time I 

came on the scene and started working with the firm in ’85.” As part of her work with 

 
22 Steve Pierce, “GLAMA Oral History Project,” interview by Austin R. Williams on November 17, 

2017 in Kansas City, Missouri, transcript, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive of 

Mid-America at University of Missouri - Kansas City, Kansas City, MO. 
23 Ibid. 
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GOAL, Madden remembers going around to Kansas City area hospitals and helping PWAs 

and other LGBTQ individuals whose hospitals would not recognize their partners’ powers of 

attorney.  Madden explained multiple scenarios where one partner was in the hospital and the 

other partner had a power of attorney, pleading with the hospital,“Here, my partner has 

given me this power of attorney. I get to be in the room. I get to visit. I get to make decisions. 

Will you honor this?”24  

In describing their experiences, both Madden and Pierce explained how they believed 

that the AIDS epidemic forced issues of LGBTQ discrimination to the forefront of the 

public’s attention. Pierce told me: 

When AIDS went public, gay went public. . . . Suddenly people had to admit there 

were gay people out there. They had to admit how many there were. Gay people had 

to come out. . . . You had a lot of gay people who would get infected who then had to 

face telling their family and friends that they were gay. Just being gay and [having] 

AIDS were one big ball of wax. You couldn’t separate the two.25  

 

Madden further noted that the overwhelming impact that HIV/AIDS had on gay men in 

Kansas City made it feel as though she too was vicariously under attack. She explained: 

I remember being so angry at the media and some of these conservative people about 

blaming it on gay men, further stigmatizing [them]. . . . I mean that whole thing, 

Silence Equals Death, it’s very powerful. It was a very, very powerful statement, and 

it applies to a lot of things, but right then it was about AIDS. And that was true. We 

couldn’t stay silent. We couldn’t stay tucked in our little comfortable places 

passing—for lack of a better phrase. We couldn’t do that any longer. We had to stand 

with our gay brothers who were under attack. Their physical being and their very 

existence was being attacked. And by connection, we were too because we shared 

 
24 Kay Madden, “GLAMA Oral History Project,” interview by Austin R. Williams on November 15, 

2017 in Kansas City, Missouri, transcript, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive of 

Mid-America at University of Missouri - Kansas City, Kansas City, MO, available online at 

https://library.umkc.edu/OralHistoryFiles/Transcripts//Madden-transcript.pdf. 
25 Steve Pierce, “GLAMA Oral History Project,” interview by Austin R. Williams on November 17, 

2017 in Kansas City, Missouri, transcript, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive of 

Mid-America at University of Missouri - Kansas City, Kansas City, MO. 
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that. I mean lesbians shared that. Other gay men shared that. We all shared that 

issue.26 

Late in 1986, representatives of groups including the Good Samaritan Project, 

Catholic Charities and the city’s Health Department asked Mayor Richard Berkley to 

establish a task force to increase public awareness of the disease and begin educating the 

public about its prevention.27 Concerned that Kansas City might be perceived as lagging 

behind other cities in its response to the epidemic, Berkley accepted their recommendations. 

After a few months of recruiting chairmen and committee members, the Mayor’s Task Force 

on AIDS (MTFA) finally held its first full meeting on April 24, 1987.28 Others, however, 

weren’t waiting on the Mayor’s Task Force to take action. 

1987 

The year 1987 witnessed a surge in activism sweep the North American continent, 

and the U.S. federal government’s failure to properly acknowledge the AIDS epidemic led to 

the formation of AIDS activist organizations like the AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power 

(ACT UP) mother chapter in New York. ACT UP was a coalition of PWAs, gay men, 

lesbians, transgender individuals, straight allies, and people of color who were directly 

affected by or concerned for those who were most at-risk from HIV/AIDS.29 They took to the 

 
26 Kay Madden, “GLAMA Oral History Project,” interview by Austin R. Williams on November 15, 

2017 in Kansas City, Missouri, transcript, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive of 

Mid-America at University of Missouri - Kansas City, Kansas City, MO, available online at 

https://library.umkc.edu/OralHistoryFiles/Transcripts//Madden-transcript.pdf. 
27 Kansas City Mayor’s Office, “Statement of Problem, Purpose and Responsibilities of a Proposal to 

Create a City-wide Task Force on AIDS,” December 3, 1986, Box 1, Folder 5, Steve Pierce 

Collection, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive of Mid-America at University of 

Missouri - Kansas City, Kansas City, MO. 
28 Letter from Kate Dietrich to Members of the Mayor’s Task Force on AIDS, April 16, 1987, Box 1, 

Folder 5, Steve Pierce Collection, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive of Mid-

America at University of Missouri - Kansas City, Kansas City, MO. 
29 David France, “How to Survive a Plague,” Library of Congress, 2017, video of online lecture, 

01:04:51, accessed on October 9, 2021, https://www.loc.gov/item/webcast-8157/. 
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streets in demonstrations that were often dramatic and controversial in order to bring 

attention to PWAs. At the same time, the 1986 Supreme Court decision in Bowers v. 

Hardwick, which upheld the constitutionality of a Georgia sodomy law, prompted enough 

backlash to lead to the Second National March on Washington for Lesbian and Gay Rights 

on October 11, 1987 (the first march having taken place in 1979). Among the hundreds of 

thousands in attendance that day was a contingency from Kansas City, which included both 

Kay Madden and Steve Pierce. 

In our interview, Madden recalled learning about the 1987 March on Washington 

from some friends at a local women’s bookstore.  

I remember going in there for these meetings of people who were going to go to the 

march. And we were going to start lobbying legislators about gay and lesbian issues 

on a national level. So that took some organization. . . . I don’t know how many went. 

But several of us lobbied. Maybe a dozen even, or eight or twelve people actually 

took clothes, packed clothes so that we could dress up a little bit and go up on Capitol 

Hill and meet with the staffs of our senators and representatives. So that was a big 

deal.30 

 

Steve Pierce pointed to the 1987 March on Washington as being a significant turning 

point in Kansas City’s LGBTQ activism. “That was a real watershed movement, I think, for 

Kansas City—that moment, the March. Because all of us went and it really kind of brought 

us together. The March gave us momentum. … And when we came back is when we formed 

the Pink Triangle Political Coalition [PTPC].”31 Kay Madden also credited the March as 

being the watershed moment that led to the formation of PTPC. She remembered: 

 
30 Kay Madden, “GLAMA Oral History Project,” interview by Austin R. Williams on November 15, 

2017 in Kansas City, Missouri, transcript, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive of 

Mid-America at University of Missouri - Kansas City, Kansas City, MO, available online at 

https://library.umkc.edu/OralHistoryFiles/Transcripts//Madden-transcript.pdf. 
31 Steve Pierce, “GLAMA Oral History Project,” interview by Austin R. Williams on November 17, 

2017 in Kansas City, Missouri, transcript, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive of 

Mid-America at University of Missouri - Kansas City, Kansas City, MO. 
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And then because of the great thing that that was [the March on Washington]—it was 

such an inspiring, inspiring event—when we came back, some of us wanted to stay 

together and continue to work. . . . So we got to work and started Pink Triangle 

Political Coalition . . . to do some political work and do some changing of some laws 

and also to just have a presence. . . . There wasn’t anything else like PTPC . . . [and] it 

was a very big sea change for me. It was a very creative, fun time.32  

 Members described the new organization as “a vehicle for political action working to 

end discrimination based on sexual preference and protecting the civil liberties of gay and 

lesbian people.”33 They openly welcomed bisexuals and transgender individuals into their 

ranks, and they targeted legislative action on the local, state, and federal levels. “Even though 

AIDS was going on, there wasn’t ACT UP [a local Kansas City chapter] yet.” Madden 

recalled, “It was all kind of piecemeal, and trying to make any legislative change was 

difficult.  We just had to learn by doing.” One of the things that Madden noted as being an 

important first step for the new organization was fighting the Missouri sodomy laws. She 

stated: 

I remember going to Jefferson City and lobbying. And we had so many different things 

that needed to be changed. Remember that the sodomy laws were still legal. Those 

were still on the books. . . . And that was a big priority. How are we going to legalize 

being able to love each other? Gee. It was a huge deal, and there was tremendous, 

tremendous, of course, pushback. . . . We had an education arm too. We were trying to 

do some education. I know we wrote a booklet, a pamphlet about homosexuality that 

we eventually disseminated to the state legislature. We did that and that took a lot of 

work. . . . But again, it was a lot of education. Even getting a No, we’ve done some step 

in educating . . . Those were steps. It was all very slow, slow progress—until it 

wasn’t.34  

 
32 Kay Madden, “GLAMA Oral History Project,” interview by Austin R. Williams on November 15, 

2017 in Kansas City, Missouri, transcript, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive of 

Mid-America at University of Missouri - Kansas City, Kansas City, MO, available online at 

https://library.umkc.edu/OralHistoryFiles/Transcripts//Madden-transcript.pdf. 
33 PTPC Press Release, n.d., Kay Madden Collection, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian 

Archive of Mid-America at University of Missouri - Kansas City, Kansas City, MO. The Kay 

Madden Collection is currently being processed. 
34 Kay Madden, “GLAMA Oral History Project,” interview by Austin R. Williams on November 15, 

2017 in Kansas City, Missouri, transcript, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive of 
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1988 

As the summer began in 1988, the World Health Organization reported 96,433 AIDS 

cases worldwide. Nearly two-thirds of that total (61,580) were reported in the United 

States.35 In response to the growing numbers, the World Health Organization adopted a 

resolution calling for a campaign against AIDS discrimination throughout the world. The 

National Academy of Sciences issued a report criticizing “the absence of strong federal 

leadership” in the fight against AIDS. The academy also encouraged voluntary rather than 

mandatory testing, arguing that disclosure and discrimination were keeping many of those at 

highest risk—gay men and intravenous drug users—from seeking tests. This sort of measure 

had been opposed by the Reagan administration, but it became more difficult to ignore once 

Admiral James Watkins, the chairman of the President’s AIDS commission, called for strong 

federal laws and directives to prevent discrimination against people who carried the AIDS 

virus. Even then, however, Reagan stayed silent on the retired admiral’s recommendation 

regarding antidiscrimination legislation.36 With a presidential election on the near horizon, a 

number of people in LGBTQ communities across the United States worried that a George 

Bush administration would result in another four years of Reagan-like apathy toward the 

disease.  

That same summer, the Missouri State Department of Health reported 567 cases of 

HIV/AIDS in Missouri resulting in 299 deaths, nearly double the number of cases from the 

 
35 Associated Press, “U.S. Reports Most New AIDS Cases,” KC Times/Star, June 4, 1988. Clipping 

found in Box 2, Folder 15, Todd Bratt Collection, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian 

Archive of Mid-America at University of Missouri - Kansas City, Kansas City, MO. 
36 New York Times, “AIDS Panel’s Report Submitted to Reagan,” Kansas City Times/Star, June 28, 

1988. Clipping found in Box 2, Folder 16, Todd Bratt Collection, LaBudde Special Collections Gay 
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previous year. The Kansas City area reported 219 cases—the highest total in the state—

followed by 216 in the St. Louis area and 34 in the 10-county area around Springfield.37 In 

response, Missouri’s governor John Ashcroft announced that his administration had crafted 

new legislation to combat the epidemic. “Today,” he proclaimed, “we deploy new forces in 

this fight for our future.” Ashcroft’s plan was to “attack the AIDS virus on several fronts.”38 

The governor called for educational programs for the public and for schoolchildren that 

stressed “moral responsibility.” Missouri state officials wanted to get smart, but they also 

wanted to get tough. In addition to education, there was a call for greater criminal penalties, 

and the law allowed prosecution of anyone who knowingly infected or even risked infecting 

someone with HIV/AIDS. Ashcroft also stressed that reporting AIDS cases would make it 

easier to track down other people who may have been infected by the person testing positive 

for the deadly disease. While his calls for education mirrored the efforts occurring on the 

national and international levels, his recommendations for tough, prosecutorial actions rather 

than antidiscrimination efforts stood in direct contradiction to the proposals put forth by the 

President’s AIDS Commission. 

In Kansas City, Mayor Berkley’s AIDS Council had reached the same conclusion as 

General Watkins. Education and antidiscrimination measures were desperately needed in 

order to combat the illness. While some members of the council—namely their sole openly-

gay member, Steve Pierce—still believed that there was not nearly enough attention being 

given to gay communities, the fact that the illness was clearly affecting other portions of the 

 
37 Associated Press, “Ashcroft Signs AIDS Testing Law,” KC Star. June 1, 1988. Clipping found in 
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American populace made the push for action swell among political leaders as well as those 

directly affected by HIV/AIDS.  

 In the midst of all of this, the Pink Triangle Political Coalition (PTPC) began to pick 

up some momentum, drawing more and more members into their ranks. Hoping to find a way 

to participate directly in the burgeoning AIDS activist movement, Jon D. Barnett attended a 

handful of PTPC meetings in the early months of 1988. While he understood their lobbying 

efforts to be necessary, he nevertheless left those meetings with the feeling that the group’s 

respectable tactics lacked a necessary sense of outrage that he was witnessing elsewhere in 

the country. An avid reader, Barnett consumed stories about the newly formed ACT UP 

chapters across the country through periodicals such as The Gay Community News out of 

Boston and The New York Native out of New York. He liked how ACT UP forcefully and 

unapologetically demanded more resources and better treatment for PWAs. “There's this 

epidemic disease wiping out gay men,” Barnett recalled, “just like a scythe through a wheat 

field. Just cutting us down. And there's no response. There's no services.”39 Inspired by the 

AIDS activism he was reading about across the country, he concluded that more drastic 

measures were needed in order to draw attention to HIV/AIDS in Kansas City. 

In the late summer of 1988, Barnett learned about a national demonstration taking 

place against the Circle K Corporation, whose management had refused to honor the health 

insurance benefits of an employee with AIDS. In explaining why such benefits would not be 

honored, the corporation noted that the employee had contracted it through what they 

 
39 Jon D. Barnett, “GLAMA Oral History Project,” interview by Austin R. Williams on November 16, 

2017 in Kansas City, Missouri, transcript, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive of 
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referred to as a “lifestyle choice.”40 Having never protested a day in his life, Barnett 

determined to stage a one-man demonstration outside a local Circle-K convenience store. A 

carpenter by trade, he constructed a giant sandwich board out of plywood and marched back 

and forth in front of the convenience store yelling, “Shame! Shame! Shame!” After just forty 

minutes, however, he realized that plywood had been a bad choice, as he could barely stand 

up under the weight of the giant sign. But he left feeling invigorated with a renewed sense of 

purpose. Later that week, he put an ad in The Alternate News, a local gay periodical, asking 

for individuals interested in forming an activist organization to contact him and schedule a 

meeting.41  

 The handful of gay men who came to that first meeting were just as eager to get to 

work as Barnett, if not more so. Within thirty days, members of their newly formed ACT UP 

chapter were out on the streets, putting fliers on cars at every gay bar in town and placing 

weekly ads in the multiple gay periodicals distributed in Kansas City. On October 11, 1988, 

in commemoration of the March on Washington one year earlier, Kansas Citians participated 

along with gay men and lesbians in several other U.S. states in the first ever National Coming 

Out Day. In a telling example of how Kansas Citians used national momentum to increase 

local attention, ACT UP/KC gathered thirty protesters outside of the Food and Drug 

Administration building in downtown Kansas City to coincide with the national chapter’s 

 
40Austin Williams, “Jon D. Barnett: Acting Up,” online edited collection as part of “Profiles in 

Kansas City Activism” project, eds. Christopher Cantwell and Rebecca Miller Davis, partnership 

between University of Missouri, Kansas City History Department, Center for Midwestern Studies, 

and Shook, Hardy, and Bacon LLP, accessed October 9, 2021, 
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efforts to “seize” the FDA headquarters in Rockville, Maryland.42 Barnett explained, “If New 

York was doing something, we would try to support that with a local effort. And because 

there was an FDA regional office in Kansas City, and New York had decided to target the 

FDA in the Washington D.C. area, the main headquarters, we also decided that we were 

going to do a local demonstration to make sure that leveraged their efforts.”43 In addition to 

leveraging the national efforts, ACT UP/KC’s co-founder, Jim Hull, remembered that the 

FDA demonstration helped to both inform Kansas Citians and also to help swell the ranks of 

their new organization. “That FDA demonstration,” he explained, “was the one that local 

people who were concerned about the disease paid attention to.  I mean, gay people knew 

that there was an ACT UP after that. We did get a lot of press out of that.”44  

The new members of ACT UP/KC wanted to draw attention to their cause for good 

reasons. They were first and foremost concerned with protecting their friends—and 

themselves—from HIV/AIDS. People were dying at an alarming rate, and they felt that the 

usual FDA process of approving drugs was not sufficient considering the unique 

circumstances. Barnett recalled thinking of the FDA as “more of an obstacle than an ally.”45 
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AIDS activists were trying to get others to feel the same sense of urgency that they were 

feeling. He explained: 

The mantra was Drugs Into Bodies Now! But the drug approval process was really 

slow and burdensome, and people were dying. So the objection from us was, This 

drug approval process makes a lot of sense under normal circumstances, but we're in 

a state of emergency and crisis. . . . We're going to be dead in three months, six 

months. We have nothing to lose.46  

 

Even though joining a national demonstration of the FDA clearly had ramifications 

for Barnett and his cohorts of Kansas City AIDS activists, focusing on discrimination against 

PWAs in employment, housing, and public accommodations provided ACT UP/KC with an 

even more direct way of fighting injustice at the local level. In early 1989, the group targeted 

Telecheck, a company in Overland Park, Kansas that had fired an employee named Mark 

Sweetland after he disclosed that he had AIDS.47 With T.V. cameras rolling, they marched 

outside the company’s headquarters in Overland Park, Kansas demanding “Justice for 

Mark!”48 But the group did not limit their activism to discrimination against PWAs; they also 

targeted companies who discriminated against people based upon their sexual orientation. 

That same year, ACT UP/KC picketed outside his Walmart’s front entrance in Blue Springs, 

Missouri, when an employee named Michael Poynor was fired for the mere rumor that he 

was gay. In our interview, ACT UP/KC member Carl Hippensteel described that 

 
46 Jon D. Barnett, “GLAMA Oral History Project,” interview by Austin R. Williams on November 16, 
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demonstration as “The scariest demonstration I ever took part in,” as numerous shoppers 

taunted the protesters and even threatened their lives.49 

Target City Hall 

Perhaps nobody, however, drew the ire of Kansas City AIDS and LGBTQ activists 

throughout the closing years of the 1980s more than local government officials. After eight 

months of meetings, the Mayor’s Task Force had officially recommended, among other 

things, the formation of a city-led AIDS Council.50 Throughout 1988, the AIDS Council held 

meetings and broke into subcommittees which members of Pink Triangle and ACT UP/KC 

frequently attended, demanding that there be more funding, any funding, for AIDS services.51  

The whole governmental process seemed overly bureaucratic, and for PWAs, painstakingly 

slow. Eventually, or perhaps inevitably, members of numerous LGBTQ and AIDS 

organizations decided to take their message to the steps of City Hall in an effort to demand 

that their voices be heard. 

On June 22, 1989, over one hundred activists gathered on the steps in front of City 

Hall in Kansas City. Infuriated by the city’s apathetic response to the AIDS epidemic, 
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speaker after speaker took to the microphone and reiterated that the time had come for action. 

Several organizations had co-sponsored the event entitled, “Target City Hall.” Representing 

ACT UP/KC, Jon D. Barnett proclaimed, “AIDS is not—I repeat, AIDS is not a gay disease. 

But AIDS is a gay issue.”52 He read from ACT UP/KC’s list of demands, and at the top of 

that list was the passage of a nondiscrimination ordinance protecting people from 

discrimination based on both their HIV/AIDS status and their sexual orientation in the areas 

of employment, housing, and public accommodations. Tired of hearing how the city had no 

money which could be allocated to help people with AIDS, Barnett pointed out that passage 

of such legislation wouldn’t cost the city a dime.  

Barnett later recalled someone pulling him aside at the protest and telling him, “There 

are people in City Hall who agree with you and want to do something. They just don't know 

what to do. And you'd get a whole lot more done if you would come over onto this side 

instead of standing out here yelling. They're ready to talk.” To Barnett, the advice was a 

revelation. “I mean, it was like a little light bulb going off and saying, “Oh, thank God. This 

is great news.” He remembered asking himself, “Are you going to stand out here and yell? 

Or are you going to come in and help? Are you going to keep pushing? Or are you going to 

come in and pull?”53 The stranger’s advice proved prophetic, as Barnett would soon discover 

that there were indeed people in City Hall who wanted to do something. 
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Ordinance 65430 

In December 1989, Mike Bates, the director of the city’s Human Relations 

Department, invited members of ACT UP/KC to testify in front of the city council’s Audit 

and Operations Committee regarding the potential for a citywide ordinance prohibiting 

discrimination based upon someone’s HIV/AIDS status. ACT UP/KC member David Weeda 

recalled in our interview, “Jon [Barnett] and I— I always say we took off our activist drag 

and put on our political lobbying drag—coats and ties—and went down to City Hall for the 

committee hearing. And we had both written prepared testimonies, and we offered our 

testimony to the committee.”54 The two activists made their case for the need of a 

nondiscrimination ordinance protecting people with HIV/AIDS. However, they noted that 

such protections were essentially ineffective if the city did not also include protections based 

upon sexual orientation. They reasoned that an employer, upon learning of an employee’s 

HIV diagnosis, could simply say that they weren’t firing the employee because they had 

AIDS; they were firing them because the illness implied that the employee was gay. 

The two members of the committee in attendance, Councilmembers Dan Cofran and 

Frank Palermo, were receptive the activists’ testimony. However, it turned out that on that 

same day, the Audit and Operations Committee was also taking testimony on a separate 

matter that would have lasting ramifications for the nondiscrimination ordinance. Former 

Councilmember Dan Cofran explained in our interview: 

At that time, the Planned Parenthood clinic was in the fourth district—my district—

just off 47th and Troost over by the Nelson Art Gallery. And the anti-abortion people 

were regularly protesting in front of the clinic, particularly on weekends, and making 

it very loud and annoying—if not intimidating—for a woman going into the clinic … 

and we had a noise ordinance of some kind, but I said, Well, we've got to see if we 
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can't update the noise ordinance to enable people still to exercise their First 

Amendment rights, but not become an annoyance or an obstruction. . . . So those 

hearings attracted quite a few people from the anti-abortion community—many of 

whom did not live in Kansas City, Missouri, I might note—to try and get something 

done, content neutral, regarding noise in the city.55  

 

The hearings for that noise ordinance stretched out over several weeks, and one of the 

final hearings just so happened to get scheduled on the same day—immediately before—

Barnett and Weeda made their presentation to the same committee about a nondiscrimination 

ordinance.56 

 David Weeda later recalled how that sheer coincidence ended up shaping the course 

of events over the next few months. He recalled: 

So the makeup of the crowd in that room was this cadre of citizens who were 

frequently showing up on Saturday morning at Planned Parenthood to oppose a 

women’s right to choose, and these two queer activists from ACT UP/Kansas City 

speaking to the possibility of an ordinance that would protect HIV status from 

discrimination. So the dynamic was set, and I would say the fuse was lit that day. . . . 

They were tipped off that day, and they started organizing; getting ready to oppose 

whatever sort of an ordinance we were going to come up with. So we knew that there 

would be the opposition showing up at the committee hearings.57  

 

Regardless of whether potential opposition had been tipped off, Barnett and Weeda 

left that meeting enthused. Weeda explained, “Jon and I were elated that this was coming 

from within the city, [an ordinance] addressing nondiscrimination based on sexual orientation 

at the same time that we would be introducing the HIV status protection. . . . Mike [Bates] 

immediately said, It can’t happen unless we educate the community and mobilize the 
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community in support. . . . So Jon and I left City Hall, and our wheels were turning—

thinking, imagining, devising, planning.”58 

The two activists immediately called up their fellow members of ACT UP/KC, along 

with cohorts from the Pink Triangle Political Coalition. “So we had a meeting pretty early 

on,” Weeda recalled. “We sat up in the law offices of Slough, Connealy, Irwin, and 

Madden— the hippie law firm up above the Corner Restaurant—and went around the circle 

and talked about how we felt about this idea and if we were all willing to commit some time 

and energy to pursuing gay rights and HIV status protection in Kansas City. . . . So the 

wheels were turning. The process was in place.”59 And within two weeks, yet another new 

group was formed—The Human Rights Ordinance Project (HROP)—for the sole purpose of 

getting the new nondiscrimination ordinance introduced and passed.60 

Kay Madden recalled how she and other members of PTPC shifted all of their focus 

over to the newly formed organization: 

Well, it was kind of just a transition from Pink Triangle Political Coalition to the 

Human Rights Ordinance Project because the emphasis became the ordinance. So that 

became the driving force and that’s where all the energy went. And so the energy that 

had been around PTPC just got directed to the ordinance. And looking back, I think 

that PTPC was more diffuse. I mean this was just one thing. HROP was going to do 

this one thing: get this ordinance passed.61 
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Similarly, David Weeda recalled how his involvement with ACT UP/KC eventually 

came to be overtaken by HROP, although initially the new group operated as an affinity 

group of ACT UP/KC. He explained: 

We were meeting—certainly meeting with [Councilwoman] Katheryn Shields, 

meeting with Mike Bates, and determining what the process for community 

engagement could be, knowing that we would have to educate the community, and 

get them involved. . . . It led to the forming of what we, at that time, called an affinity 

group of ACT UP/Kansas City. . . . So we operated under the ACT UP umbrella for a 

few months, and we were pursuing this whole path of getting the ordinance 

introduced to the City Council.62  

In our interview together, Councilmember Katheryn Shields also recalled those 

meetings with HROP: 

Mayor Cleaver and I sponsored and introduced the Human Rights Ordinance.63 And 

actually, that had come about because a group of lawyers and others that I just 

happened to know who were civil rights lawyers, [they] actually invited me to a 

meeting where they talked about the need to have protections for gay and lesbian 

individuals. And they wanted to ask me to sponsor an ordinance that would ensure 

those protections. And I agreed. . . . And it became so clear to me just after probably 

one meeting with the group that I described earlier that this was something that 

needed to happen.64 

 

However, Shields also recalled that her sponsorship and support came with a few words of 

warning:  

I did caution them that I wasn't sure where all my Council colleagues were, and so I 

thought they needed to think about what effect would it have if we weren't successful. 

And I thought they needed to think about that before I went forward. And so they 
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assured me that they had talked with [Councilman] Emanuel Cleaver and he was 

absolutely convinced that when it was introduced it would, in fact, move forward. 

And so I said, Fine. I am happy to be a sponsor on it.”65 

 

The organization was thrilled to learn that Mayor Richard Berkley would also be co-

sponsoring the measure. It turned out that he and other councilmembers had already planned 

on amending the city’s existing civil rights ordinance to include “familial status,” in order to 

ensure that citizens with children could not be discriminated against when applying for 

housing. With this mind, the decision was made to also include sexual orientation in the same 

ordinance, and to further specify that diseases such as HIV/AIDS would be included under 

the city’s definition of “physical impairment,” recognizing people with HIV as handicapped, 

and therefore making discrimination against such individuals illegal. “I think what we were 

trying and what our Human Rights Department tried to do was provide us with a 

comprehensive ordinance that would cover a variety of issues,” Shields explained.  “I think 

the purpose of it was in fact to attach as much protection to look at the different ways in 

which individuals could be discriminated against and to try to address those different ways 

and provide protection.”66 

 

Protections for Gender Identity are Cut from the Ordinance 

 In determining how to best define “sexual orientation,” both the activists and the city 

representatives spent months looking at similar pieces of legislation from around the country. 

Members of HROP preferred the definition of sexual orientation utilized by Seattle, 
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Washington, which included “transvestites and transsexuals.”67 Shields initially agreed, but 

just days before the ordinance was going to be introduced, she called an emergency meeting 

and informed the group that she had polled the city councilmembers, and she guaranteed that 

the measure could not pass unless the definition of sexual orientation was limited to one’s 

“homosexuality, heterosexuality, or bisexuality.”68 While the initial reaction from many in 

HROP was to pull the legislation entirely, eventually, the group decided to move ahead when 

transgender members of HROP encouraged the group to continue without them, with the 

understanding that their protests would be heard during the public testimony.69  

David Weeda recalled how difficult it was to make that decision: 

Katheryn came into the room, and I remember very solemnly she said, I’m sorry to 

say that the way you’re presenting the definition of sexual orientation will not fly with 

the council, and particularly not the committee members that will be looking at this in 

committee. She said, It’s just not going to work for them to have sexual orientation 

include transgender individuals. So, that was a tough call. We had some transgender 

people on our committee who had been working very hard and knew that we were all 

focused together on making a broad definition that would include everybody. . . . 

Looking back now, all I can say is we were all caught up in what was happening. And 

perhaps Kansas City was not ready. As we later learned, they weren’t even ready yet 

for sexual orientation of any kind. But at that moment, that was a tough day for all of 

us who were working so hard to try to put together a really good and inclusive 

ordinance or law.”70 Shields also recalled, with political pragmatism, the difficult 

decision. “You know, perhaps not my proudest hour, but certainly a time when I was 

trying to explain to them what I thought were the parameters of what we could 

successfully get the city council to do. . . . And that's what I suggested—let's get this 

passed and then we can come back and perfect it.71  
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Introducing Ordinance 65430 

“THE ORDINANCE HAS BEEN INTRODUCED!” A memo dated April 12, 1990 

circulated among members of the Human Rights Ordinance Project stating that “Katheryn 

Shields introduced a new civil rights ordinance that provides protection against discrimination 

based on HIV status, sexual orientation and familial status [on] April 12.” In the memo, HROP 

advised its members on how to approach the public hearing in front of the Finance Committee 

scheduled for April 18. “The consensus of the group is that plenty of supportive testimony has 

been committed from a wide range of groups and that excessive testimony is not necessary as 

long as there is little or no opposition.”72 Unfortunately, if the supporters were hoping for little 

organized opposition, they were sorely mistaken. A HROP memo sent out one day after the 

initial hearing summarizes how their organization perceived the testimony that took place on 

April 18, 1990: 

An unexpectedly large number of opponents turned out to testify against the 

civil rights ordinance introduced by Katheryn Shields and Mayor Berkley at 

yesterday's committee hearing. . . . As a result, the committee decided to hold 

the measure another week to hear more testimony. Attendance was so packed 

that they decided to move to the chambers on the 6th floor. . . . A fundamental 

Christian radio station (K???) [sic] urged its listeners Wednesday morning to 

phone the City Council voicing opposition to the ordinance and to attend the 

committee hearing. According to a council aid, about 250 such calls were 

received. The majority of the opposition used religious arguments against 

inclusion of sexual orientation, and to a lesser extent, HIV status. Many of 

them used misinformation, ignorance and outright lies in an attempt to 

generate an atmosphere of fear and loathing of Gay people and persons with 

HIV disease among committee members. . . . Others urged quarantine of 

persons with HIV, rather than protection from discrimination. . . . At the end 

of the hearing, Shields told supporters not to overestimate the effect of the 

negative testimony. ‘If anything’, she said, ‘this hearing proves there is a need 
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for this ordinance.’73 

It turned out that many of the anti-abortion protesters who had been in attendance at 

the December 6 hearing with Weeda and Barnett, and who already had strong activist 

networks and members with Christian radio shows, had partnered alongside other Christian-

based organizations, including the predominantly Black Baptist Ministers Union, to present a 

formidable opposition. For the next three weeks, over a dozen hours of public testimony was 

heard. Letters flooded the councilmembers’ mailboxes, while phone zaps from both sides at 

times effectively shut down the phone lines at City Hall. 

At the next public hearing on April 25, the city council chambers were once again 

packed to full capacity. Despite hearing nearly five hours of testimony, so many people 

signed up that the Finance Committee was forced to hold yet another hearing the following 

week. While data is currently unavailable for the initial April 18 committee hearing, VHS 

footage of the testimony which took place before the Kansas City Council’s Finance 

Committee on April 25 and May 2, 1990 shows that a total of 101 people testified over the 

course of those two hearings. Of those who testified, 48 were supporters of the ordinance, 50 

were opposed to the legislation, and 3 individuals did not firmly commit during their 

testimony.74 Although even more people signed up to testify, many individuals left before 

testifying due to the lengthy nature of the hearings, and others were denied the opportunity to 

speak because they did not live in Kansas City. Councilmembers Katheryn Shields, Mark 
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Bryant, Bob Lewellen, and Joanne Collins, along with Mayor Richard Berkley, all attended 

the Finance Committee hearing on April 25, 1990. However, only Shields, Bryant, and 

Collins attended the May 2 meeting, and the absence of Councilman Bob Lewellen would 

prove to be a critical factor as to why the ordinance passed out of committee on May 2 (and 

subsequently why it was sent back to committee one week later). 

 

Public Testimony  

Katheryn Shields began the April 25 hearing with an overview of why she had co-

sponsored the legislation. She noted that she had a long history of supporting equal rights 

efforts and claimed that even if she did not have “a predisposition to support gay and lesbian 

rights,” she believed that the current AIDS crisis necessitated support of an 

antidiscrimination ordinance. “We cannot expect that people are going to come forward for 

early testing,” she announced to the packed chambers, “if being determined as HIV-positive 

is going to mean that they are going to suffer from discrimination.”75 After Mike Bates and a 

few other city officials testified in favor of the ordinance, the time came for public testimony. 

Shields would later recall how proud she was of the supporters of the ordinance who 

provided solid, informative, and educational testimony before the committee. “There was a 

lot of great testimony from religious leaders, from community leaders, from neighborhood 

people all saying, This is a basic human right and we should be passing this ordinance.”76 
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Kay Madden remembered the efforts of HROP to organize a wide coalition of support. “We 

would arrange for people to come speak,” she said. “We tried to form different coalitions, 

have different churches come in, ministers from different churches [would] talk; 

businesspeople—We tried to get a wide variety of people who would come in and testify. . . . 

And then there was the horrible opposition on the other side.”77 

Throughout the course of the entire testimony, opponents of the measure made many 

arguments as to why Ordinance 65430 should not pass out of committee; however, it is 

important to note that not a single person testified in opposition of the inclusion of “familial 

status” in the city’s civil rights ordinance, other than to note that they believed it should be 

considered separately from the other two categories. Rather, the opposition made it 

overwhelmingly clear that they were there to oppose the ordinance based upon the inclusion 

of sexual orientation and/or a person’s HIV status.  

 

HIV/AIDS 

To be fair, some opponents of the nondiscrimination ordinance expressed sympathy 

for people with AIDS; however, as many testified, this sympathy was reserved for “innocent 

victims,” such as the hemophiliac teenager Ryan White who had just passed away the day 

before the ordinance was introduced.78 Diagnosed with AIDS in 1984, White was banned 

from attending middle school near Kokomo, Indiana in 1985. Despite his pleas, school 

officials and parents rejected health authorities’ assurances that AIDS could not be spread 
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through casual contact. White was finally successful in getting readmitted to public school, 

but only after months of school board battles, court hearings, and eventually moving to a 

different city. He went on to conduct a massive public awareness campaign, constantly 

traveling and attempting to dispel the myths and rumors about how the disease was spread. 

Speaking before the National Education Association in 1988, he pleaded, "Help me beat the 

odds and together let's educate and save the children of the world. By proper education, 

AIDS can be a disease, not a dirty word.”79   

The way in which Kansas Citians incorporated Ryan White’s life and death into their 

testimony of Ordinance 65430 exemplifies how the attention his story received acted as a 

double-edged sword for LGBTQ communities. While White undoubtedly brought increased 

awareness and public sympathy toward those affected by HIV/AIDS, the constant reference 

by the media to “innocent victims” like White implied that others, namely “homosexuals and 

intravenous drug users,” were responsible for their own diseases. One opponent even brought 

up White in an effort to demonstrate why the ordinance was unnecessary, claiming that “Our 

[current] laws were used to get him back into school.”80 This individual was almost assuredly 

unaware (or overlooking the fact) that White’s attorneys had successfully gotten their client 

back into school by arguing that his AIDS counted as a handicap status. Another opponent 

argued that Ryan White was “part of a very small minority,” and he was offended that his 

son, who lived at Harry Truman Neurological Center with head trauma, was “being 
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compared to homosexuals.”81 Even though opponents were willing to acknowledge that there 

were in fact PWAs who were not gay, they nevertheless believed that HIV/AIDS was a “gay 

disease” and therefore an “accountability issue.”82 

Nevertheless, it was actually supporters of the ordinance who invoked the recently 

deceased White’s name the most. Dr. Charles Wheeler, the former mayor of Kansas City, 

testified as a citizen, a medical doctor, and as a member of the AIDS Council. In doing so, 

Wheeler argued that a nondiscrimination ordinance was needed to protect those like White, 

who he noted was a “wonderful person.” Wheeler proclaimed that “[White] went to school 

every day and nobody contracted the illness from him.” He went on to explain that he shared 

White’s pursuit of educating the public in order to “prevent hysteria,” and further claimed 

this was why he accepted an advisory committee on the Greater Kansas City AIDS Council. 

“The medical profession is approaching this illness as something that fundamentally needs 

public education such as you are providing here today . . . [and] we are unanimous in our 

opinion that one of the best educational efforts that could take place would be the passage of 

an antidiscrimination ordinance by the City Council.”83  

 

Is HIV/AIDS a Disability? 
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Much of the opposition did not feel as though HIV/AIDS should be included as an 

official handicap. One opponent, a woman who had gone blind from diabetes, pointed out 

that HIV, unlike diabetes or epilepsy, could be transferred to others. Therefore, she did not 

feel that the comparison between her illness and HIV/AIDS patients was justified.84 Many 

others also testified that they did not believe that PWAs deserved an official handicap status. 

Their reasoning, however, often had less to do with the symptoms of the disease, and more to 

do with its association with gay men’s sexual orientation. In total, three blind citizens 

testified in front of the committee, all in opposition to the ordinance. One man testified that 

the “homosexual community is demanding special rights based on deviant behavior.” He told 

the committee members, “I did not become blind because of my behavior.”85 He was 

followed by a blind woman who testified, “There are many aspects of the issue that do not 

prove homosexuality to be of the same legitimacy as blindness and other physical diseases. 

There are things that go against natural function, and therefore I am against this ordinance.”86 

Both of these individuals’ testimony clearly implied that a diagnosis of HIV/AIDS was a 

direct result of the lifestyle choices made by gay men. This line of reasoning was not just 

reserved for blind citizens. Another woman testified, “Why sexual orientation? That implies 

choice. I have arthritis in my spine. I shouldn’t be in the same category as them.”87 

 
84 “Reeba Smith Public Testimony,” Ordinance 65430 Public Testimony: May 2, 1990, video file, 

Steve Pierce Collection, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive of Mid-America at 
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85 “Jeffrey Frye Public Testimony,” Ordinance 65430 Public Testimony: April 25, 1990, video file, 

Steve Pierce Collection, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive of Mid-America at 

University of Missouri - Kansas City, 01:28:11 to 01:30:30.  
86 “Janice Kline Public Testimony,” Ordinance 65430 Public Testimony: April 25, 1990, video file, 

Steve Pierce Collection, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive of Mid-America at 

University of Missouri - Kansas City, 01:30:30 to 01:33:05.  
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“A Gay Disease” 

Opponents’ continued references to HIV/AIDS as a “gay disease” highlighted a 

paradox that many supporters of the ordinance found themselves in. While HIV/AIDS 

overwhelmingly affected gay men in the Kansas City area, stressing this point risked 

reinforcing the stereotypes coming from the opposition. Conversely, highlighting “innocent 

victims” like Ryan White downplayed just how significant this issue was to gay men in 

particular. In order to best describe how HIV/AIDS and sexual orientation were indeed 

intertwined, Steve Pierce opted to highlight the opposition’s infatuation with referring to the 

two categories synonymously. He testified, “HIV status and sexual orientation are linked 

because of the perception of the two together. People will defer their discrimination on HIV 

status to the perception of sexual orientation.”88 Another man, speaking from personal 

experience, challenged the councilmembers, “If you don’t think that the issue of HIV 

discrimination is tied with sexual discrimination, regardless of your sexuality, go get an HIV 

test and announce it publicly. And before the result is back, you will have seen the brunt of 

it.”89 His reasoning mirrored that of Dr. Wheeler, who testified that many people were afraid 

to take an AIDS test. “Even without getting the results, everybody and their brother starts 

making assumptions.”90 

 
88 “Steve Pierce Public Testimony,” Ordinance 65430 Public Testimony: April 25, 1990, video file, 
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Why a Municipal Ordinance for HIV/AIDS? 

Many people wanted to know why a citywide ordinance was even necessary if there 

were already state and federal laws in effect or being proposed to protect people with 

HIV/AIDS from discrimination. For instance, a similar measure regarding how to classify 

HIV, the Americans with Disabilities Act, was simultaneously being debated in Congress.91 

In response to these questions, Human Relations Director Mike Bates testified that all the 

city was doing was confirming that a person’s HIV status would be included under the city’s 

definition of “handicapped.”92 He included with his testimony a letter from Alvin Plummer, 

Director of the Missouri Commission on Human Rights, stating that the city’s proposed 

definition would be on par with the current law in the state of Missouri. Bates explained that 

cities have a number of ordinances that overlap with state law in order to provide “rapid 

adjudication,” and he also noted that the additional provisions regarding familial status in 

housing aligned with federal law. The ordinance would simply allow the city to process and 

investigate complaints of discrimination more quickly. Katheryn Shields, a new mother, 

provided a hypothetical example. She explained that if a landlord discriminated against her 

for having a baby, she could go to the Department of Housing and Urban Development, a 

federal agency, to file a lawsuit; however, it would be much easier and quicker to work 

 
91 The American Disabilities Act of 1990 passed the Senate on September 7, 1989 and the House of 

Representatives on May 22, 1990.  
92 “Mike Bates Introduces Ordinance,” Ordinance 65430 Public Testimony: April 25, 1990, video 
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locally with someone in the city’s human relations department.93 These answers, however, 

proved more satisfactory for some in attendance than others. 

While some opponents argued that federal and state laws rendered such an ordinance 

unnecessary, others took the exact opposite approach, insisting that citizens needed the 

option of prohibiting PWAs from participating in certain aspects of public life in order to 

ensure public safety. Throughout the hearings, opponents repeatedly testified that the rights 

of the general public who ate in restaurants, received medical treatment, and valued their 

children’s well-being had their rights infringed upon by not knowing if the person serving, 

treating, or working for them was HIV positive. Despite multiple doctors testifying that 

AIDS was not transmitted by food or food handling, a number of opponents continually 

brought up hypothetical scenarios involving food handlers to counter the professionals’ 

medical assertions. To these Kansas Citians, HIV/AIDS was something to be identified, and 

if possible, isolated. They claimed that public health trumped civil rights, and several went as 

far as advocating for quarantine and prosecutorial measures in order to contain an even 

greater outbreak of the epidemic. 

People provided dramatically different accounts as to where they had received their 

information regarding HIV/AIDS and how the disease was spread. One woman testified that 

she had taken care of a gay man with AIDS at her home for six months, and that she had 

received medical instructions that people could catch AIDS if they had an open cut.94 

 
93 “Katheryn Shields Explains Need for Municipal Ordinance,” Ordinance 65430 Public Testimony: 
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Another gentleman, stressing that this ordinance was “going to put everybody in this city in 

jeopardy,” issued the following challenge to supporters of the ordinance:  

Since you have taken it on your own that it is okay for our children to be put at risk 

with AIDS-infected people by giving these people absolute permission if they so wish 

to work in nurseries and daycare centers with our children, I would suggest that you 

set an example and allow your children and your grandchildren to be put at risk in a 

public exhibition with an AIDS-infected person touching, hugging, and kissing them. 

And if you’re not willing to do that, then don’t ask the citizens of Kansas City to do 

so.95  

 

His testimony was subsequently met with uproarious applause. 

Katheryn Shields later recalled, “This was very unique [in comparison to other 

ordinance hearings]. . . . I mean, the obsession that the opponents had—the fear and the 

obsession was very evident in the hearings.”96 Kay Madden also recalled being amazed by 

the sheer intensity of the opposition and the ridiculous nature of some of their claims. She 

explained: 

I remember how vitriolic the opposition was. I think I was amazed at how people 

were so up in arms about this. . . . And it’s kind of the same outrage I think I was 

feeling in general about the whole response to the AIDS epidemic. It was just—On a 

micro-level, it was right there in my backyard. It was right there in my City Hall.97  

 
95 “Mr. Kitchen Public Testimony,” Ordinance 65430 Public Testimony: May 2, 1990, video file, 
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Supporters countered the opposition’s hysteria and misinformation by pointing to the 

information and recommendations put forth by the Presidential Commission on AIDS. One 

such man, noting the Commission’s recommendations, argued that “Several myths need to be 

identified and rejected. . . . AIDS is not a deserved punishment for offensive or immoral 

behavior. . . . There are no health risks in working alongside someone who has AIDS. . . . 

There are no sound public health reasons to remove one’s child from school, to avoid contact 

with a classmate who has AIDS.” He concluded his testimony by asserting, “Fear is caused 

by ignorance, and education is the only lasting solution. Yet public health education alone is 

not sufficient to prevent discrimination. . . . Antidiscrimination legislation will not eliminate 

panic or unreasonable fear, nor can it change hateful feelings, but legislative protection and 

the possibility of legal prosecution can effectively change discriminatory behavior.”98 In spite 

of testimony like this, opponents continued to repeat falsehoods and stereotypes. One 

opponent made very clear who he felt was responsible for the disease. He testified, “We have 

the AIDS epidemic because of the homosexuals . . . [and] I don’t even want to be around 

them because I might catch it.”99  

 

Sexual Orientation: Civil Rights or Special Rights? 

The majority of the opposition testified against Ordinance 65430 on the moral 

grounds that homosexuality was both a sin and a direct threat to family values. A man who 

identified as an attorney from Kansas City warned the council, “Before we create a whole 
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new protected class, we need to look very carefully at what we’re basing the distinction on. 

And if that distinction is at least partly on the issue of morality, I don’t think we should open 

the door.”100 

Opponents further testified that they believed that “homosexuality is a choice,” and 

that someone’s “sexual preference” in the bedroom should not be considered a civil rights 

issue. An associate minister from a Baptist church claimed, “There is a minority that chooses 

to be homosexuals.” He argued that granting them civil rights, “is the same as giving civil 

rights to someone who destroys their life through crack.”101 When supporters pointed out that 

religion was also a choice, one opponent responded that “Religion is a choice [but] I don’t 

see where it will affect people negatively. [Homosexuality] is a choice that will affect people 

negatively. New York is already the AIDS capital of the world because of this.”102 To many 

of the opponents, granting lesbians and gay men minority status was equivalent to giving 

them special rights based upon a choice, and many had no trouble taking this assertion to 

conclusions that bordered on the absurd. “Today it is special rights for a few people who 

choose to live a certain way,” argued one man. “Tomorrow, it will be special rights for those 

who want to express themselves by going nude to work or nude to a baseball game.”103 

Human Rights Ordinance Project cofounder David Weeda later recalled in our 

interview that he had predicted all of these arguments in advance by studying other LGBTQ 
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nondiscrimination measures which had been debated across the country throughout the 

1980s. He explained: 

We could look at any other records of metropolitan areas in the country that had 

addressed this issue and read through transcripts and see the kinds of arguments that 

were being made. It’s a national argument, of course. You hear it all the time. . . .  

Why should they get a special right? . . . And, of course, the fastest and easiest 

argument on that one is, Well, we’re not being singled out. Our ordinance clearly 

defined sexual orientation as heterosexuality, homosexuality, and bisexuality. . . . I 

always like to say, No. The opposition is really wanting special rights. They want the 

special right to discriminate against individuals in our culture that they choose to 

find unsavory.104  

 

Mark Manning, a supporter of the ordinance (and a participant in the GLAMA Oral 

History Project), testified, “We of the gay and lesbian community are not asking for special 

privileges. We are asking for equal opportunities. The rights to keep a job based on our 

talent; not on whether or not we are straight or gay.” He went on to provide powerful 

testimony as to how he had been the victim of a hate crime on the previous 4th of July. After 

having been severely beaten by six assailants at a bus stop, his attackers said to him, “in 

language not so polite: This wouldn’t have happened if you slept with women.”105 

Reverend Mac Charles Jones, who served as Chairman on the Mayor’s Commission 

on Hate Groups, echoed Manning’s sentiment by stressing that “This is not a referendum on 

homosexuality. This is a referendum on violence. … In Kansas City, there have been 

complaints 24 out of 25 weeks that a hotline has been in existence,” he said, referring to a 

phone number which had been established for individuals to report hate crimes against gays 

and lesbians. He went on to explain how these complaints of violence were directly 

 
104 David Weeda, “GLAMA Oral History Project,” interview by Austin R. Williams on November 27, 
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connected to the need for a nondiscrimination ordinance. “Violence is wrong. Many of these 

individuals are afraid to report crimes because it may get back to their employers and they 

will be fired.”106  According to Jones, discrimination against gays and lesbians in the 

workplace not only helped to sanction violence, it prevented the city from fully 

understanding just how prevalent the problem truly was. 

In keeping with the “special rights” argument, many opponents also argued that it was 

unfair to compare someone’s sexual orientation to a person’s racial status or gender. More 

than a dozen African Americans testified at the April 25 and May 2 hearings, the majority of 

whom were representatives of Baptist churches. Only one Black Kansas Citian, the Reverend 

Mac Charles Jones, testified in favor of the ordinance.107 A Black man who identified as a 

member of the Jackson County Ministers’ Union testified that “Civil rights has been too long 

coming, and I’ve just begun to try and exercise some of those [rights], and you want to go 

and confuse it with something else.”108 Another opponent, a white woman, testified that her 

parents had marched during the civil rights movement in the 1960s and that “the Reverend 

Martin Luther King would turn over in his grave [if he knew the council was] degrading 

other minorities to the point of a sin and disease.”109 She was not alone, as numerous white 
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citizens testified that sexual orientation should not be given a “legitimate minority status” 

like racial minorities or women.  

Councilwoman Joanne Collins, who at times chaired the hearings, knew many of the 

African American ministers. As a member of a Black church, and having worked directly 

with many of the ministers in the past, she recalled how they put particular pressure on her 

outside of the hearings to vote against the ordinance. She explained in our interview: 

We had some ministers in the city, the African-American ministers, who wanted to 

come down and visit with me. They very much were concerned about me 

personally. . . . [and] over 20 African-American ministers came down to my little 

office. . . . They stood in my office and stood out in the hallway, and they began to 

yell at me. And I said, What's going on? And they indicated that I was sponsoring 

something for the gay community and I should be ashamed of myself. … They 

thought I was a good Christian, but I was going to hell because of it. . . . And so I 

said, Well, you know, you ought to be ashamed of yourselves, because you – most of 

you hire a large percentage of gay communities in the black community to play music 

or direct your choirs. Some of you pay your musicians more than you receive as 

salaries yourselves. Some of you actually don't take a salary so that you can pay the 

best musicians. And for you to come in here and tell me I can't supply them with the 

same services or support the ordinances that will give them the same equal rights as 

other individuals . . . then I have to say I'm sorry. You're wrong. I'm voting for it, and 

I'm going to ask my colleagues to vote for it.110 

Supporters attempted to point out the similarities between some of the opponents’ 

testimony and that of civil rights deniers in the past. Reverend Mac Charles Jones urged 

everyone to remember that those who killed Black people in the past had often given 

explanations similar to the excuses gay-bashers were now giving.111 One white woman who 

identified as an attorney and a member of the Mayor’s Commission on Hate Group 
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Activities, noted that “much of this testimony is similar to [the] reasoning of racists as to why 

to not hire African Americans. … Thirty years ago, my own grandfather stood behind the 

pulpit in Pine Bluff, Arkansas and pointed out why we should not grant rights to Blacks.”112 

In pointing to past injustices, supporters called upon the opposition’s use of religious 

reasoning in order to sway their opinion. Unfortunately, not only did many opponents of the 

ordinance not believe that equal treatment of LGBTQ individuals was a religious duty, they 

considered such measures to be an infringement upon their own religious freedom. 

 

 “They’re Not Teaching My Kids” 

Opponents repeatedly emphasized that granting civil rights to LGBTQ Kansas Citians 

infringed upon their own religious liberties despite Councilwoman Shields continued 

reassurances that churches were exempt from the ordinance. One woman testified, “I have a 

Christian School and a Christian daycare . . . [and] I don’t want to ever be put in a position of 

having to hire a homosexual to take care of my children.”113 In response to this testimony, 

Shields once again clarified the religious exception to the ordinance. She explained, “If you 

have a church school in which you are teaching children your religious preferences, then you 

could hire in that school individuals who believe in and who represent those religious 

preferences and principles that you wish to imbue in those children.”114 However, the 
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religious liberties argument was not only applied toward religious schools. Parents repeatedly 

stressed that the existence of lesbian and gay teachers in public schools violated their civil 

rights, as well. 

One vocal opponent proclaimed, “I believe that sodomy is a sin. I will not have a 

sodomite teach my children. My religious convictions are being infringed upon.”115 Another 

opponent, an attorney, warned that this ordinance not only had “little arms but the big arms.  

. . . Suppose a church daycare center would like to know about sexual preference,” he said. 

“This takes away the mother’s right to know about any daycare center.”116 Another opponent, 

who identified as the co-pastor of New Life Baptist Church testified: 

This is an issue that concerns our children. This is an issue that concerns our future. 

. . . For young men that are gay to teach my sons and my daughter in school; that’s 

wrong. . . . This is a moral issue, as well as a spiritual issue. . . . Sin has no rights.117 

 

David Weeda recalled how religious arguments continually dominated the tone of the 

testimony throughout the hearings. “The testimony unfolded, and hour after hour after hour 

you listen to noble, thoughtful, compassionate testimony coming from the perspective of this 

being an ordinance that will make Kansas City better, versus the hateful vitriol, the 

irrationality, and the grotesque imagery that was talked about. The notion that this would put 
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Kansas City on the road to hell, basically, is what the opposition tried to convey in their 

testimony.”118 

For many of those who testified, their opposition to the ordinance was simply an issue 

of morality, and any acquiescence to sin would have direct impacts upon those who they 

wished to protect the most: their children. “I’m a firm believer that I wouldn’t want a 

homosexual teaching my kids nothing,” one opponent testified, “because of the fact that if 

you’re going to teach somebody something, you should have some kind of morals about 

yourself. And a gay person don’t have no kind of morals.”119 Another man asked the 

committee members: 

Should we not approve laws for the common good and the common welfare?... In 

allowing homosexuals to be employed by the public school system, many parents, 

both Christian and unbelievers who believe in the moral character of our teachers as 

being a most important qualification in order to be able to teach our children—not 

only out of books but out of their own character and lifestyle example—many 

parents, their rights would be violated by allowing homosexuals to teach their 

children.120 

 

Moral Values 

At times, the cries for morality turned the hearing into a bully pulpit where opponents 

testified that the “normalizing” of homosexuality was just one symptom of a morally corrupt 
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nation. One pastor testified that “The very moral fiber of our nation is gradually eroding.”121 

Another man complained that nation’s ethics had eroded. “Fetus used to be universally 

recognized as a baby. Gay used to mean happy, not perverse. . . . Nowadays, virtue is not 

popular.”122 An African American women testified: 

Abortion has been made legal. Prayer has been removed from schools. Flags have 

been burned. And now homosexuals . . . What kind of example would we be setting 

for our children who are our most valuable resources if we approved of the president 

. . . living an unnatural lifestyle? What would the Puritans think?123 

 

A large man wearing an “Abortion Busters” t-shirt (the same shirt that he wore when 

he testified in opposition of the noise ordinance on December 6, 1989), who identified as a 

preacher, testified that he had been repeatedly thrown in jail for his protests outside of 

Planned Parenthood. He exlclaimed, “I would like for you all to protect my rights to protect 

unborn children . . . because when you get to the point that you call sexual perversion a civil 

right, then you ought to be protecting my rights to go down to Planned Parenthood at Foxhill 

and protect unborn children.” Speaking directly to Mayor Berkley, he said, “Sir, God has 

appointed you to be a leader, and if you set the examples of homosexuality as a lifestyle for 

my kids or anybody else’s kids in the future, you’re not much of a leader . . . and God will 
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judge you, and he will judge this city, and we may have something worse than earthquakes to 

contend with.”124  

Many opponents believed that supporting gay rights was a slippery slope toward 

sanctioned deviancy. One man who identified as a pastor testified, “Where is the clause that 

protects transsexuals? Where is the clause that protects murderers and rapists and thieves?”125 

Another church leader asked “What’s next? If prostitutes start bragging about their sexual 

orientation, if those that practice bestiality start bragging about what takes place in those 

bedrooms, do we grant them civil rights beyond the rest of Americans? And what about 

sadomasochists, do we do the same?”126 Yet another gentleman asked the committee 

members: 

Where is it going to stop? The next step will be to declare a pair of homosexuals as a 

family. And the next step after that is going to be they’ll want to adopt children. What 

is going to happen to those dysfunctional families? They are going to produce more 

dysfunctional families. . . . Take the long look. Where is this going to lead 10 to 15 

years from now?127 
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“Save Our Children” 

One man couldn’t comprehend why the council would grant “preferential treatment 

for a group that multiplies by recruitment [of] a counterproductive death style.”128 Another 

Kansas City pastor testified that “Gay rights is the key to homosexual recruitment. And if we 

accept the so-called gay rights then we accept their lifestyle and we allow them to influence 

our children and our families.”129 A man who identified as an associate minister at a Baptist 

church claimed that “The homosexual can sponsor federally funded programs that will 

advance through the public schools and libraries educational material, exonerating 

homosexuality as an alternative lifestyle. He can present a different norm and example than 

that of heterosexual monogamy to school children, thus directing them toward ungodly 

attitudes and experimentation.” He concluded that “such a person effectively discriminates 

against Christians and others.”130 

More than any other form of employment, opponents repeatedly pointed to the 

necessity of keeping members of LGBTQ communities out of schools. Not only did several 

opponents argue that gay and lesbian teachers were bad role models, several went even 

further and suggested that they were potential sexual predators. In doing so, opponent after 

opponent utilized the same arguments heard over a decade earlier during Anita Bryant’s 

“Save Our Children” movement—an anti-gay campaign which also spawned in retaliation to 
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a nondiscrimination ordinance in Dade County, Florida. Just as they had over a decade 

earlier, opponents testified that gays and lesbians posed a direct threat to children. One 

pastor, claiming he represented a congregation of over 1,700 families, testified, “Asking a 

church to employ someone who is a known, avowed homosexual is the same as asking a 

bank to employ a known felon because we deal with hundreds of children.”131  

Just as had been the case during Bryant’s campaign, opponents accused gay men and 

lesbians of wanting to recruit children to their ranks in an effort to erode traditional nuclear 

family values. One man argued that, “This is a tip of the iceberg for these people. What they 

really want is not civil rights, but special rights to do as they want. They want to be quote-

unquote ‘married,’ like heterosexuals, but they cannot reproduce. So they turn to children to 

abuse and recruit and pervert into their ways.”132 Another man testified that “they [gay men 

and lesbians] perpetrate their homosexuality upon the young, and they have many, many 

partners each year. That ought to concern us.”133 A member of the Baptists Ministers Union 

went even further in trying to convince the council members that they should be concerned 

for the children in their own families. He argued, “The homosexual agenda is to redefine—

instead of consenting adults—consenting persons. Which could include some of your 

grandchildren Ms. Collins.”134 
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While the arguments made by much of the opposition echoed the same arguments 

made during Bryant’s “Save Our Children” campaign, the fear associated with HIV/AIDS 

and the disease’s association with gay men took the oppositions’ level of fearmongering to a 

new a level. One man’s testimony demonstrates how the myths and misconceptions about 

sexual orientation were interwoven with the myths and misconceptions about HIV/AIDS. 

Explaining that he was testifying on behalf of the pastor of his congregation, this man 

asserted: 

We believe that any homosexual or lesbian could have desires eventually for children 

that would lead them to kissing on the mouth of children . . . [and] according to the 

University of Missouri Dental School’s present policy, that is a high risk of spreading 

the AIDS disease . . . and any kind of kissing on children who would have a fever 

blister by a janitor, by a secretary, by anyone of this form, is a high-risk of spreading 

the AIDS disease.135 

 

Ordinance 65430 is Sent Back to Committee 

At end of the May 2 hearing, after three weeks of testimony, the Finance Committee, 

consisting of Councilmembers Katheryn Shields, Mark Bryant, and Joanne Collins 

announced that they would vote on whether or not to send the ordinance out of committee to 

be voted upon by the entire city council. The fact that this was being done in the absence of 

Councilman Bob Lewellen, who had indicated that he would not support the ordinance, was 

not lost upon the opponents. One woman took to the microphone and declared: 

This will not be a democratic vote, a republic vote, a whatever. . . . You stalled the 

vote in two different committee meetings, and I don’t think it’s fair for you to do that. 

I think that we have more citizens who wish to testify for this. . . . This is stacking the 

deck, and it is dirty politics. It is dirty politics.136  
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Despite her pleas, the committee officially voted 2-1 (Shields and Collins in support and 

Bryant in opposition) to send the ordinance out of committee for an official vote.137 

In the week between Ordinance 65430 being voted out of committee and being 

brought before the entire city council, the opposition continued to bombard City Hall with 

phone calls, letters, and protests. On May 10, the day of the scheduled vote, the Council 

chambers were filled to standing room only capacity. Councilman Bob Lewellen began by 

stating, “Mr. Mayor, this ordinance was signed out of committee last week. The entire 

committee wasn’t in attendance—mainly myself—and there were still many, many loose 

ends as far as I was concerned—concerning this ordinance that needed still to be answered. 

… I would like to move that we at this time send this back to committee.”138 Councilwoman 

Shields countered by testifying to the council, “I mean, clearly when you have beliefs that 

run counter to the basic principles of the ordinance, it is impossible without making the 

ordinance meaningless to come to grips with those concerns that are raised. But the 

legitimate concerns that do not fly in the face of the intent and purpose of the ordinance, I 

believe have been very fully and responsibly addressed.”139 

After all councilmembers had been afforded the opportunity to speak, the city council 

voted on Councilman Lewellen’s motion to send the ordinance back to committee. Eight of 

the thirteen representatives, including co-sponsors Mayor Berkley and Councilman Cleaver, 
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affirmed the motion, and Ordinance 65430 was officially sent back to the same Audit and 

Finance Committee that had just heard weeks of testimony.140 David Weeda later recalled the 

feeling of seeing the ordinance sent back to committee that day: 

When it came time for the council to do their full vote, we were, of course, sitting 

there with a lot of stress and anxiety and hope that we had the votes lined up, which 

we felt we had before the meeting had started. And as they went around the circle and 

called out their votes, we were really devastated—We lost three votes: Bobby 

Hernandez, Emanuel Cleaver, and one of the sponsors of the bill, Mayor Dick 

Berkley. So that was a real surprise to us; devastating in many ways.141  

Dan Cofran, who voted in favor of the ordinance, explained why he believed some of his city 

council members opted to send the bill back to committee. “I recall that it was controversial 

more than I and others, quite frankly, had anticipated.”142  

ACT UP/KC members described the vote to send the ordinance back to the Audit and 

Finance Committee on May 10, 1990 as “an attempt to kill the issue.”143 Their accusations 

proved to be justified. In spite of (or rather because of) the unprecedented amount of 

testimony, Ordinance 65430 was never again addressed in the Audit and Finance Committee 

and never called back for an official vote from the City Council. Those councilmembers who 

had voted to send it back to committee, including the co-sponsor Mayor Berkley, agreed that 

the council had made a mistake by trying to introduce all three categories (familial status, 

HIV status, and sexual orientation) at the same time. While nobody had testified against the 
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new category of familial status, a person’s HIV status and/or sexual orientation proved to be 

far more controversial.144  

Katheryn Shields remembered: 

I was very disappointed. I don't know that I was surprised, but I was disappointed that 

day that it didn't pass. And so somebody had given me word that there was going to 

be a gathering at All Souls [Unitarian Church], and so I went there and I took my son 

who was a toddler with me. And, you know, we just celebrated together. I mean, it's 

hard to say celebration, but yet we had all worked so hard and we worked so well, 

and we knew that this wasn't the last step in the journey. And we really just took 

some time to be loving and open and supportive of one another. And it was a 

wonderful gathering. It was one of the best I remember in my political career.145  

David Weeda also remembered the significance of gathering together after the 

ordinance was sent back to committee. He recalled, “I would say there were easily 200 or 

more people that showed up at the hall there at All Soul’s Unitarian Church. . . . There are 

turns in the road that you don’t expect. You can’t give up the fight. . . . I knew that day that 

we were in this for the long haul.”146 Kay Madden, when speaking about that meeting at All 

Soul’s, agreed. She said, “Those losses come hard and it’s very hard to pick oneself up and 

keep going but we did. We did keep going.”147 

 

 
144 Steve Farnsworth, “Anti-bias Measure Stalls in KC Council,” Kansas City Star, May 11, 1990.  
145 Katheryn Shields, “GLAMA Oral History Project,” interview by Austin R. Williams on February 

27, 2017 in Kansas City, Missouri, transcript, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive 

of Mid-America at University of Missouri - Kansas City, Kansas City, MO, available online at 

https://library.umkc.edu/OralHistoryFiles/Transcripts//Shields-transcript.pdf. 
146 David Weeda, “GLAMA Oral History Project,” interview by Austin R. Williams on November 27, 

2017 in Kansas City, Missouri, transcript, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive of 

Mid-America at University of Missouri - Kansas City, Kansas City, MO. 
147 Kay Madden, “GLAMA Oral History Project,” interview by Austin R. Williams on November 15, 

2017 in Kansas City, Missouri, transcript, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive of 

Mid-America at University of Missouri - Kansas City, Kansas City, MO, available online at 

https://library.umkc.edu/OralHistoryFiles/Transcripts//Madden-transcript.pdf. 

https://library.umkc.edu/OralHistoryFiles/Transcripts/Shields-transcript.pdf
https://library.umkc.edu/OralHistoryFiles/Transcripts/Madden-transcript.pdf


101 

 

The Fight Continues 

Supporters of the measure were outraged, and in the weeks and months after 

Ordinance 65430 was sent back to committee, they targeted the councilmembers who they 

felt had betrayed them. The following week, on May 17, 1990, members of ACT UP/KC 

stormed City Hall blowing whistles and heckling the council. Councilman Emanuel Cleaver, 

serving as acting mayor in the absence of Mayor Richard Berkley, warned the protesters that 

they were completely out of line and demanded that they cease immediately. Rather than 

stopping, a few of the activists began chanting, “Cleaver and the Klan go hand in hand!” The 

insinuation that Cleaver, an African American minister, was equivalent to a member of the 

Ku Klux Klan infuriated the Mayor Pro Tem, who uncharacteristically lost his cool and 

demanded that the protesters “shut up” and leave City Hall. As the activists were escorted 

outside the council chamber, ACT UP/KC member Mark Chaney unexpectedly yelled, “the 

city has blood on its hands!” He then smashed a vial of his own blood on the ground and 

smeared the red liquid on the glass doors of the chamber, causing a mild panic among those 

who knew Chaney to be HIV-positive. His actions even surprised some of his fellow 

protesters; nevertheless, he and other ACT UP/KC members vowed to reporters that they 

would return to City Hall in the near future.148 

 

Emanuel Cleaver 

In our interview together, Emanuel Cleaver, now the representative of Missouri’s 5th 

congressional district, recalled the harassment he received as mayor from ACT UP/KC and 

other activists in the aftermath of the Ordinance 65430 hearings. “I was very much irritated by 
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it, because I was a sponsor and had already pledged publicly—it was on record in the 

newspapers and in the news footage—that I was going to vote for it. 

. . . They chose the target to be somebody who was publicly already supportive of the 

ordinance.” 149  Dan Cofran, who voted against sending the ordinance back to committee, 

explained why a councilmember might be a supporter of an ordinance but still vote to send it 

back to committee. “One thing that happens in the City Council, if you don't have the votes to 

get something passed that particular day as opposed to defeating it outright—to live another 

day—you can vote to send it back to committee to either work on it some more or have it, you 

know, just go away. You know, it can be done for different reasons.”150 

Katheryn Shields explained that she believed Emanuel Cleaver was under a 

significant amount of pressure when he voted to send Ordinance 65430 back to committee. 

She claimed that she was even asked to be the one to refer the ordinance back to committee 

to help deal with the pushback that her fellow councilmembers were receiving. Shields 

recalled: 

I know Emanuel Cleaver continued to get a lot of pressure. I don't think he was 

anticipating the extent to which the minority ministers would come out against this 

ordinance. And I don't think he asked me, but someone came to me and said, 

Emanuel would like you, meaning me, to make the motion to send it back to 

committee. And will I do that? And I said, No, I will not do that. I said, I'm the person 

that tried to warn the community that this might not be a success. And Emanuel's the 

one who told them, Yes, we can get this done. We'll get this done. Introduce the 

ordinance. And I said, If Emanuel wants it sent back to committee, then he needs to 

send it back to committee. I'm not going to make that motion.151 
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Shields went on to explain: 

 

You know, Emanuel was running for mayor. You had all the minority ministers come 

out against the ordinance in '90. And he was nervous about it. I mean, I think, frankly, 

that's why it got sent back to committee. I think he didn't want to be on record as—

now this is my opinion—I mean, he didn't announce that. I don't think he wanted to 

be on record supporting it, because I think he felt it would hurt his chances running 

for mayor, particularly if it turned the minority ministers against him.152 

 

Lea Hopkins also emphasized the pressure that she believed must have fallen on 

Emanuel Cleaver as a minister. “We worked really, really hard to get Mayor Cleaver to 

change his opinion of the gay community here in Kansas City . . . and couldn’t quite get him 

on board, being that he’s a minister and has church, you know. And it’s like, duh, I get it; I 

understand that.”153 

Kay Madden recalled how upset she was with Emanuel Cleaver at that time, but also 

noted how he eventually came around. She explained:  

I remember being very upset with—he was just then a councilman, or was he mayor 

pro tem?—Emanuel Cleaver. Because Reverend Cleaver was not on board there for—

It took him a while. He evolved. He evolved over the years, but back then it was still, 

I think, a very difficult topic for him to be in favor of any kind of antidiscrimination 

ordinance that included gays and lesbians. . . . Now, he changed. I mean he did 

change. When he became mayor, he had a big commission just on gay and lesbian 

issues. That was his commission, so he did come around. Just right then, at that—At 

the time, that's all I had. I couldn't foresee the future. I didn't know how he was going 

to change. But right then at that moment, it was discouraging. It was very 

discouraging.154 
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Seeking Municipal Protections for HIV Status 

Over the next six months, members of ACT UP/KC became more militant than ever. 

They continued to pressure the city council to pass a comprehensive antidiscrimination 

ordinance, but they were increasingly splitting their energy among a wide variety of issues 

affecting people with AIDS. In September 1990, the organization even hosted a national 

demonstration entitled “Freedom of Treatment Choice!” in which ACT UP chapters from 

across the country converged in Kansas City with the intent of protesting a scheduled 

National Health Fraud Conference. A flier for the event explained the intent of the 

demonstration: “ACT-UP/Kansas City, in cooperation with ACT-UP/New York City, intend 

to be at the this conference and expose the organizers as nothing less than propaganda tools 

for the AMA, the insurance industry and their long-standing policy of rejecting any type of 

alternative treatment for HIV.”155 The demonstration was the largest in the Kansas City 

chapter’s history, with nearly two dozen protesters arrested, including ACT UP/KC members 

Jim Hull and Carl Hippensteel.156  

As ACT UP/KC’s tactics became less focused on a nondiscrimination ordinance, 

other activists and councilmembers regrouped and came up with a new approach to obtaining 

municipal protections based upon sexual orientation and HIV status. Councilman Dan Cofran 

encouraged the supporters to consider seeking the different protected classes introduced the 
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ordinance—familial status, HIV status, and sexual orientation—separately. He explained in 

our interview how he advised supporters in the aftermath of Ordinance 65430 being voted 

back to committee: 

A lot of the opposition we were experiencing came to the sexual orientation portion 

of the ordinance. So the other two were not as controversial—perhaps somewhat 

controversial—that is familial status and HIV/AIDS as a disability. But by then—at a 

federal level, [protections] included familial status and AIDS/HIV as a disability. . . . 

So sometimes two-thirds of a loaf is better than the whole loaf, so to speak. So the 

notion was, Okay. Let's get this passed.157  

 
The federal protections Cofran referred to for HIV status had come with the passage of the Americans 

with Disabilities Act (ADA), which congress approved just one week after Ordinance 65430 was sent 

back to committee. President George H.W. Bush signed the ADA into law on July 26, 1990. 158 

Knowing that the federal government now officially recognized people with HIV/AIDS 

in the Americans with Disabilities ACT, the timing was right to seek out the same recognition 

at the municipal level, bringing Kansas City into federal compliance with the ADA. In October 

1990, the city council introduced a new ordinance that included familial status and HIV status, 

but not sexual orientation. Once again, the measure was co-sponsored by Councilman Cleaver, 

and once again, opponents orchestrated massive demonstrations against the ordinance. Part of 

the reasoning behind this had to do with the same arguments that opponents had given during 

their testimony on Ordinance 65430. Many believed that HIV/AIDS should not be recognized 

as a disability. Many others, however, still referred to the ordinance as a “gay rights” bill—

despite it not including protections based upon sexual orientation. Opponents argued that this 
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ordinance still gave special rights to gay men who contracted HIV/AIDS due to a lifestyle 

choice. And perhaps most importantly, opponents still associated this ordinance as a “gay 

rights” measure because it was to be voted on the same day as a resolution encouraging the 

city to include protections based upon sexual orientation for their own employees. 

 

A Resolution Protecting City Employees Based Upon Sexual Orientation 

When it came to protections based upon an individual’s sexual orientation, Cofran 

remembered thinking that the city could still take action for their own employees. He said, “I 

felt strongly that we needed to say something about sexual orientation so that we could do that 

regarding our own workforce. I mean, the city is a major employer. . . . And there were other 

sponsors on that, and so we took that route.”159  

David Weeda remembered that he and other members of HROP agreed with Cofran 

that a resolution from the council protecting city employees was a good first step toward 

eventually passing an ordinance with protections in private employment, as well. “Dan Cofran 

came forward and said that he thought it would work to do it, at that point, as a resolution that 

would protect city employees from discrimination based on sexual orientation. And his 

rationale was that maybe we could do this step by step—piecemeal. Let’s go ahead and show 

publicly that the city council is ready to protect city employees from discrimination based on 

sexual orientation, and that could be a helpful step for the next process of a full ordinance.”160 
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November 1990: HIV Ordinance and Sexual Orientation Resolution 

 On November 8, 1990, the city council voted on two different measures. One was 

Ordinance 900593, co-sponsored by Councilmembers Katheryn Shields, Emanuel Cleaver, 

and Dan Cofran, which expanded the city’s definition of “handicap” in Kansas City’s Civil 

Rights Law to include “disease such as tuberculosis or Human Immunodeficiency Virus.” 

The other was Resolution 900592, sponsored by Councilman Dan Cofran, that emphasized 

that “neither a person’s actual or perceived sexual orientation nor the fact that a person has 

tested positive for Human Immunodeficiency Virus shall have any effect opon [sic] hiring, 

firing, promotion or other terms and conditions of employment with the City of Kansas City, 

Missouri.” It also encouraged other public and private employers in Kansas City, Missouri to 

follow their lead.161 While a resolution would not carry the force of law (it merely expresses 

the council’s stance or intent), it had the advantage of not being subject to a referendum. 

Even though no public testimony was allowed on the day of the vote, the council 

chambers were filled to standing room only capacity. The Kansas City Star later reported that 

over 100 opponents of the measures were in attendance. Many opponents held up signs and 

others carried brooms. One opponent mounted a piece of posterboard on a broom that read—

“Make April a Clean Sweep—vote the rascals out of office.”162 The “clean sweep” referred 

to a measure which passed Kansas City voters just two days prior, limiting councilmembers 

to two-term limits. The term limits were effective immediately, meaning that nine of 13 

council members were now prohibited from running for re-election in the municipal elections 

scheduled just a few months later.  
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Before the vote, opponents chanted, “No! No! No! No! No!” Emanuel Cleaver, who 

led the meeting as mayor pro tem in the absence of Mayor Richard Berkley, sat down when 

the chanting started. After about a minute, the chanting stopped and Mayor Pro Tem Cleaver 

continued the meeting.163 In explaining why he opposed both measures, Councilman Bob 

Lewellen claimed that “mandatory testing” was needed rather than antidiscrimination 

legislation. He argued that passing the measures would send out a signal that “minimizes the 

danger that AIDS poses to the human race.”164 Lewellen went on to complain about all the 

attention that had been given to the subject of gay rights and HIV/AIDS over the last half 

year. He told his fellow councilmembers: 

This council has been exposed through, I think, some irresponsible introduction of 

legislation by some council people—whether it was politically motivated or what—

over the last several months. It has dominated this council. It’s dominated the city. 

It’s dominated our staff. It’s dominated the switchboard. It’s dominated the mail 

rooms. I mean, it has been absolutely the most ridiculous was of time that this council 

has ever gone through. 165  

 

His statement was met with uproarious applause from the opponents in attendance. Despite 

his objections to the measures, the city council passed Resolution 900592 by a vote of 8-3 

and Ordinance 900593 by a vote of 9-2. Councilmembers Chuck Weber and Bob Lewellen 

voted against both measures, and Councilman John A. Sharp also voted against the 

resolution.166 
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Municipal Election 1991 

After the vote on November 8, 1990, The Kansas City Star reported that “David 

Weeda, a leader of the gay rights movement, said he thought passage of the term limit made 

it easier for lame-duck council members to vote for the two measures.”167 In our oral history 

interview, Weeda went on to explain how the passage of the measures, along with the new 

term limits, impacted the direction of HROP. He recalled: 

Given the fact that the city council was ready to vote and did vote on including HIV 

status—and we realized we had months of work ahead of us to try to get sexual 

orientation introduced now as a separate ordinance or something to pursue gay rights 

in Kansas City—it became clear that we were no longer just the one-show or one-

event group. The Human Rights Ordinance Project was a little too specific. . . . So we 

took the ‘O’ out and just became HRP, the Human Rights Project. . . . We broadened 

the mission, broadened the task, and went to work.168  

 

Members of the Human Rights Project recognized that the nine open council seats 

meant that the upcoming municipal elections were a unique opportunity to flex their political 

muscles. Therefore, the newly branded organization dedicated their focus to screening and 

electing candidates who were friendly to gay and lesbian civil rights efforts. They 

immediately went to work on hosting candidate forums and creating sample ballots for their 

ever-growing mailing list. Weeda explained: 

The fall of 1990 is important in that we realized that we were becoming very 

politically involved in Kansas City. The whole process of organizing and mobilizing the gay 

community around the possibility of gay rights and the fact that we had already achieved 

HIV status protection—we suddenly had a very engaged electorate within the gay 

community. They were ready to do whatever it took to have their voice have some power, 

and we organized around all of the campaigns and the notion of screening candidates.169  
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And it was in this midst of all this planning for the upcoming municipal elections that 

representatives from the Kansas City Greens Party, impressed with the organizational and 

public speaking skills of both Weeda and Jon D. Barnett, approached the two activists and 

asked if one of them would be interested in running for the Kansas City Council as the first-

ever openly gay candidate.  

An Openly Gay Candidate 

 Barnett and Weeda agreed that one of them running for office as an openly gay 

candidate could potentially yield several victories, even if they did not win a council seat in 

in the election. Along with fellow members of HRP, the two of them decided that Barnett 

would run as the candidate and Weeda would serve as his campaign advisor. Although both 

recognized that Barnett’s election to the city council was a longshot, they nevertheless 

recognized that a strong showing in the primaries would go a long way in showing the other 

councilmembers that a Kansas City LGBTQ voting bloc existed in numbers large enough to 

sway elections. And that is exactly what they did. Barnett’s stronger than expected showing 

in the primaries, garnering 7,111 votes (11 percent of the overall vote total), surprised 

everybody, including Barnett himself.170  

Weeda later recalled the significance of Barnett’s candidacy for city council. He 

explained: 

So we mount this candidacy for Jon Barnett to run as an at-large candidate from the 

Sixth District [note: it was actually the second district]—his neighborhood, where he 

lived—as an openly-gay Green candidate for Kansas City Council. It was a fabulous 

decision on our part. It put the issue in every public debate—to have an openly gay 

candidate on all of the forums where he spoke as a candidate to be able to say that one 
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of the issues that he’s really working on is to pass this gay rights ordinance in Kansas 

City. It was great.171 

 

Although his bid would ultimately prove unsuccessful, Barnett’s strong showing in 

the primaries as the first openly gay candidate for the Kansas City Council provided 

significant advantages for future gay and lesbian candidates. Once the election was over, 

Barnett’s campaign team created a precinct-by-precinct map of his primary results. Weeda 

recalled, “The goal was to have his run at-large so that we could see [the results] throughout 

the entire city, because all of the city votes on the at-large candidates. So you can see where 

there were any pockets of support.”172 The color-coded images highlighted what many 

already knew but had yet proven to be true; that Kansas City had a sizeable LGBTQ-

supportive voting bloc that could no longer be ignored. The maps showed that Barnett’s 

stronghold was in the midtown area split between the 2nd and 4th districts. He also surprised 

everyone with a strong showing in Clay County, an area north of the Missouri River that was 

not expected to provide much support.173 

Both Weeda and Barnett explained in their interviews how the maps inspired HRP 

and other political activists and organizers to become more targeted in where they focused 

their attention and resources. Immediately after the primaries, they were able to use the 

demographics to target precincts in the general election for mayor and city council. In the 

weeks before the election, HRP distributed more than 10,000 sample ballots of endorsed 

candidates, and roughly thirty volunteers electioneered at Midtown polling sites that had 
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been selected for their high percentage of lesbian and gay voters.174 Their efforts paid off, as 

nine of eleven candidates endorsed by HRP, including mayoral candidate Emanuel Cleaver, 

won in the general election. After the election, the Lesbian and Gay News Telegraph cited 

HRP’s endorsements as a significant reason that two candidates in particular were elected. 

The periodical reported, “Cleaver is the city’s first Black mayor and won by a margin of just 

6,215 votes. Local activists believe Gay and Lesbian supporters made the difference in this 

and other close races. . . . In another close citywide race Ken Bacchus, the 5th district At-

large candidate endorsed by HRP, won by only 3,514 votes. All the other endorsed winners 

won by substantial margins.”175 In that same article, Weeda elaborated upon the significance 

of the outcomes from the general election. “We now have ten members on the new council 

who have clearly stated they are committed to supporting our issues,” said Weeda, “We 

proved that we are a community from which elected officials and candidates should seek 

support.”176 
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Map 1: The precinct-by-precinct primary results from Jon D. Barnett’s 1991 run for the Kansas City Council (north of the 

Missouri River). Areas in pink indicate where Barnett garnered over 20% of the vote. 
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Map 2: Precinct-by-precinct primary results from Jon D. Barnett’s 1991 run for the Kansas City Council (south of the 

Missouri River). Areas in pink indicate where Barnett garnered over 20% of the vote. 
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Weeda explained how the maps further inspired gay rights political activists to 

expand their efforts beyond the local elections: 

Tim Van Zandt, an HRP volunteer who started putting all this together, came to us 

and basically said, You know, we could really focus on some neighborhoods and we 

could do really well at the upcoming caucusing, which was 1991 for the 1992 

presidential races. . . . So from Jon’s campaign, we gleaned enough neighborhood 

voter information that we put together areas in the city where we knew we had 

enough supportive voters. They could go into their caucus and, as we said—Let’s 

sweep the caucuses!. Let’s get as many LGBTQ or queer-allied people at their 

caucuses to get elected to go to the State Convention as a delegate.177 

 

Members of the Human Rights Project had indeed expanded their attention beyond a 

municipal nondiscrimination ordinance. In fact, their attention had spread beyond the 

municipal level completely. “So we suddenly got kind of involved in the national political 

scene by going into our caucuses,” Weeda explained. “And the outcome was great. One after 

another, people were pouring through the door at our house saying, I’m a Delegate to the 

State Convention. I’m a Delegate to the State Convention. I was elected as a Delegate to the 

State Convention for Paul Tsongas.” 178 

Kay Madden, who served as Barnett’s campaign treasurer, also emphasized how 

Barnett’s run for city council was representative of other political battles fought by members 

of LGBTQ communities. And similar to Weeda, she explained how even defeats can yield 

positive gains in the broader fight for social justice. Madden recalled: 

He was a good candidate. I thought he fought a good fight and we just lost. Lots of 

people lose. But it was a beginning. . . . I kind of think all of this work that any group 

does, but our group, in particular—the gay and lesbian community in Kansas City—

Every step that we took helped to do things like elect Jolie Justus [the first openly gay 
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person to serve on the Kansas City Council] and others. This has all come about 

because of that work that was done. . . . It's all a progression. It always is.179 

 

Barnett insisted during his campaign that he was not simply a gay candidate. He did, 

after all, fully support the social, economic, and environmental policies of the Greens Party. 

Nevertheless, the maps that his team created from his primary run demonstrated that a voting 

bloc existed in Kansas City that would not only support gay and lesbian issues, but even a 

gay candidate. Throughout multiple interviews, Barnett stressed that there were many other 

activists whose work was equally, if not more important than his own. His campaign 

nevertheless serves as an example of the numerous battles waged by activists in Kansas 

City’s LGBTQ communities who rose above their defeats to quite literally put themselves on 

the map. 

 

Pride and Proclamations 

Over the next two years, members of the Human Rights Project continued to pressure 

the city council they helped to get elected, successfully advocating for significant raises in 

the budget allocated for HIV/AIDS and other issues impacting LGBTQ communities. One of 

the candidates who HRP endorsed in the 1991 municipal election was Emanuel Cleaver in 

his run for mayor. HRP initially endorsed Joanne Collins’ for mayor in the primaries, but 

only Emanuel Cleaver and his fellow Kansas City councilmember Bob Lewellen advanced to 

the citywide election. Despite many HRP members having reservations about Cleaver voting 

to send Ordinance 65430 back to committee, he nevertheless had always been an advocate 
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and an ally behind the scenes. Cleaver also cosponsored Ordinance 900593 which had just 

passed in October 1990 adding familial status and HIV status to the city’s civil rights 

ordinance. Perhaps more importantly, his opponent Bob Lewellen, had openly advocated 

against all these measures, making Cleaver the only real choice for HRP’s endorsement.180 

In his oral history interview, Congressman Emanuel Cleaver claimed that he had been 

an advocate of gay rights ever since an incident that he experienced in college in which “a gay 

student was beaten just awfully in the hallway of the dorm where I lived.”181 He also recalled 

how his own cousin, a gay man, was forced to live and eventually die in an abandoned house 

after being shunned by the First African Methodist Episcopal Church in Los Angeles for 

having AIDS. Cleaver explained, “That was the moment that I became somewhat militant on 

the issue of how people were treated because of their sexual orientation. And of course, if they 

had somehow contracted AIDS, the level of discrimination was 1,000 times more abusive. . . . 

So on the City Council, that's what I brought there with me.”182 

One of the events which led to the most hostility leveled toward Mayor Cleaver 

happened within the first few months of his first term as mayor. The Human Rights Project, 

along with other LGBTQ organizations, had approached the city council about issuing an 

official city proclamation naming a week in June as Gay and Lesbian Pride Week.183 This 

week was intended to coincide with the Gay and Lesbian Pride Parade, which had grown 

exponentially over the previous three years thanks to the work of a new organization, Gay 
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and Lesbian Awareness (GALA). However, when Mayor Cleaver announced that he would 

not support a proclamation, LGBTQ advocates—many of whom had supported him in his 

election—were vocally upset, and they let the mayor know.184 March Hein, an organizer of 

the Gay and Lesbian Pride Parade, told the Kansas City Star, “If Mayor Cleaver can’t follow 

through on something as innocuous as this, we know he can’t follow through on anything.”185 

Cleaver’s mayoral aide, Luther Washington, even acknowledged that the city received 

hundreds of proclamation requests every year, most of which it granted routinely. However, 

the Star also reported, “As many as 700 callers a day jammed City Hall telephone lines, 

opposing the proclamation and saying that homosexuality is a sin.”186 The opposition was led 

by members of the newly formed organization Freedom Involves Exposing Decadence and 

Upholding Principle. The group had been formed in direct response to Ordinance 65430, and 

it was no coincidence that their acronym, FIRED UP, was so similar to that of ACT-UP. One 

of FIRED UP’s leaders, Connie Cierpiot, told the Kansas City Star, “We’re very pleased 

Mayor Cleaver has decided not to recognize a person’s sexuality as something that should be 

honored with a proclamation.” She went on to take credit for Cleaver’s refusal to issue a 

proclamation, claiming, “I really believe if we did not publicize this he might have signed it 

and no one would have ever known.”187 

Cleaver acknowledged in our interview that he understood why members of Kansas 

City’s LGBTQ communities were so angry. However, he also acknowledged that many of the 
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tactics utilized by angry LGBTQ advocates in the wake of his refusal to issue an ordinance 

angered him, as well. “Where I became angry was the barrage of phone calls. Many of those 

phone calls were extremely nasty, some of them racially nasty.” He went on to explain, “I came 

in already sensitive to the issue, but there were other things that I did not understand. And those 

things are this: That people don't go to the folk who are opposed to them. They always come 

and exercise that highest level of hostility toward the people who are already supportive.”188 

Emanuel Cleaver elaborated on how the 1991 request for a Pride Proclamation was an 

extremely difficult issue to be dealing with in the first months of his mayoral term, as he was 

receiving intense pressure from both sides of the issue. Not only was he being admonished 

from supporters of a Pride Proclamation, but also from his fellow ministers for the fact that he 

was even considering it. He recalled: 

One of the worst nights of my political career was spent at a meeting in the Paseo 

Baptist Church here in Kansas City. It was a brutal, brutal meeting in which I was told 

that I was going to go to hell and every other thing you can imagine that could be 

verbalized in a house of God. And, you know, I've never been brought to tears by 

words, but that night, I was almost brought to tears by words. And I thought, I'm going 

through this and there are people who I'm doing this to be supportive of who would 

never offer a kind word to what I'm doing. But I eventually came to the point that I had 

to do what was right—what I felt to be right in my own heart. And so I did.189 

 

While he did not issue a proclamation, Mayor Cleaver surprised everyone by becoming 

the first Kansas City mayor to attend the Gay and Lesbian Pride Picnic in person. He later 

recalled: 

My wife and I both attended the Gay Pride Parade and Picnic in Mill Creek Park.190 

And I've got to also say that my security team advised that I not go. And they had gone 

to the police chief and said, You need to talk to him. We don't think that this is a place 
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where he should go because he could get hurt from either the people participating in 

the parade or some of the religious Zealots who believe that he is Satan incarnate for 

signing this proclamation.191 

 

Congressman Emanuel Cleaver’s participation in the GLAMA Oral History Project 

confirmed what many other participants had already inferred: during his candidacy and early 

years as mayor, Cleaver felt as though he was going to upset important constituents no matter 

what choice he made regarding measures supporting LGBTQ communities. Referring to his 

attendance at the Pride Picnic, he said, “I did something that most of the people in the clergy 

community opposed.” But he went on to explain why he nevertheless felt the need to support 

the greater Kansas City LGBTQ community by attending the Pride Picnic. “I have always 

believed that any group that is down and hurting deserves the comfort and support of the leader 

of that community, of that Council, district, or that city.”192 

Mayor Cleaver had to convince more people than just himself, however, that attending 

the Pride Picnic was a good idea. Numerous threats had been made from anonymous sources 

in the days leading up to the Gay and Lesbian Pride Parade. Cleaver explained in our interview 

how he convinced the police and his advisors to support his attendance. He recalled: 

The compromise was that I had to wear a bulletproof vest. It was the first and only time 

in my life that I had to wear a bulletproof vest. And I guess it really was a moment of 

great pain when I saw them strapping a bulletproof vest on my wife. So the police were 

there in large numbers—most of them in plain clothes. They were never too far away 

from me, including my detail. . . . It went off without a hitch. All of the media covered 

it—radio, television, newspaper. And to be 100 percent candid, I didn't know what to 

expect over the weeks and months to come. I didn't know if I would end up, you know, 

being attacked or hurt by even the people who celebrated the proclamation.193 
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The Mayor’s Commission on Lesbian and Gay Concerns 

Mayor Emanuel Cleaver's refusal in June 1991 to support a proclamation for Gay and 

Lesbian Pride Week upset many members of Kansas City’s LGBTQ communities. However, 

the controversy culminated in one significant step toward pushing the mayor and other local 

politicians to acknowledge the challenges faced by gays and lesbians in Kansas City. In 

addition to attending the Gay and Lesbian Pride Picnic, Mayor Cleaver’s office announced 

the formation of a new commission, the Mayor’s Commission on Lesbian and Gay Concerns. 

Cleaver asked the two grand marshals of the 1991 Pride Parade, Keith Spare and Linda May, 

to co-chair the commission along with former Councilwoman Joanne Collins. 

In her oral history interview, Linda May explained that Mayor Cleaver named Keith 

Spare and herself as official liaisons to the gay and lesbian community so that there would be 

“some acknowledgement of relationships that was viable … so that we had some 

credibility.”194 May went on discuss how their discussions with Mayor Cleaver led to the 

idea for a commission: 

By that point, Keith and I are like unofficial advisors to Emanuel. . . . I mean, he 

knew Keith from the seminary and all that stuff, and I knew him from Rose Brooks. . 

. . What was happening was Emanuel got elected, and the gay and lesbian community 

wanted an ordinance.  And they thought, Okay. We helped get him elected, and so 

now it's time for him to do the ordinance. And he didn't want to do the ordinance, 

because he wanted to run for reelection and he's like scared—I think—and politically 

savvy. . . . My memory is it was getting close to being possibly a riot if we didn't get 

an ordinance. . . . My attitude was, Just do an ordinance.  What's the big deal? . . . 

And Keith said, Well, why don't we form a commission?  And I was ready to strangle 

him.  A commission? You got to be kidding me. . . . Yeah, let's study the problem to 

death.  I thought, This is going to be the biggest waste of time ever.195 
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May explained that the reason she was initially skeptical of a commission was the 

same reason that Mayor Cleaver liked the idea. “[The Commission] was a way of dodging 

the resolution and the ordinance, and so immediately, Emanuel and Luther [Washington] just 

loved the idea. . . . I told them I didn't like the idea because I didn't think [commissions] were 

productive. And they said, Well, let's do this. And I thought it was the classic brushoff.”196  

May soon recognized, however, that there were potential advantages to having a 

commission on lesbian and gay concerns, but only if it was done properly. She recalled: 

It dawned on me that if we had as much publicity as we possibly could along the way 

with this commission, then it might do some good. . . . And I said, Well, okay. If we're 

going to do this, we need to do it so that it's real; we really find out what's 

happening; we really get information; we really talk to people; we use this as much 

as possible as an opportunity to reveal what lives are really like for gays and lesbians 

in Kansas City. And so, we set up meetings that were public and let the news media 

come. We took testimony. We had it as formal as possible with testimony and all that 

kind of stuff.197 

Mayor Emanuel Cleaver’s Commission on Lesbian and Gay Concerns held its first 

meeting in late July 1991. Thirty members of LGBTQ communities were selected as 

representatives, and Mayor Cleaver asked that the commission put together a report within 90 

days detailing the conditions and challenges faced by gays and lesbians in Kansas City. At 

that first meeting, commission members discussed their stated objectives, which included 

asking gay men and lesbians to talk about the challenges of coming out and discrimination 

issues. The commission sought to cover a wide variety of topics that concerned gays and 

lesbians in Kansas City, including job discrimination, gay and lesbian youths, problems 

encountered by people with AIDS, prejudice and violence, and religious objections to 
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homosexuality.198 After the meeting, former City Councilmember and Commission Co-

chairwoman Joanne Collins told a reporter from the Kansas City Star that she expected the 

report to include recommendations. "It is my hope that we can remove discrimination and the 

reasons we discriminate," Collins said.199 

The Mayor’s Commission held multiple hearings and encouraged people to testify. 

Many wrote the commission and said that they would testify if they could, but they feared 

that their employers would fire them if they testified publicly. To help accommodate such 

individuals, the commission printed and distributed about 8,000 surveys in popular LGBTQ 

meeting places and events.200 Additionally, an empty chair was always present among those 

reserved for members of the commission to represent those who could not testify in person. 

One of the most challenging tasks for the commission was documenting the number of gays 

and lesbians in Kansas City. Some committee members referred to it as an “impossible task.” 

To estimate the Kansas City gay and lesbian population, the commission utilized statistics 

from the Kinsey Report, published in 1948. In their final report, the commission explained, 

“Kinsey’s conclusion was that 10% to 15% of the men in his study fit the strictest definition 

of homosexual. His later studies of women found similar numbers, and no studies since that 

time have disproved his research.”201 Based on this methodology, the commission estimated 
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that there were about 115,000 to 172,000 gay men and lesbians 18 years or older living in the 

Kansas City metropolitan area, and that roughly 33,000 to 50,000 lesbians and gays lived in 

Kansas City, Missouri.202 In November 1991, the Lesbian and Gay News Telegraph reported 

that “responses from 514 men (65%) and 266 women (35%) will be included in the 

commission’s report, which is expected out this month.” 203 The periodical went on to note 

that the methodology for the survey also had its shortcomings. “Although enough surveys 

were completed to be considered statistically significant, the results should not be construed 

as representative of all Gays and Lesbians. For example, Blacks comprise about 15% of the 

population, but only 6% of survey respondents.” Additionally, since the surveys were 

distributed at popular hangouts and events, the author(s) believed that “many quiet 

homebodies and those who are very closeted probably never had an opportunity to complete 

it.” The Lesbian and Gay News Telegraph reported that of those surveyed, “90% were white, 

6% were Black, 2% Hispanic, 1% Native American and 1% Other. 61% said they were Gay, 

31% Lesbian, 7% bi-sexual and 2% identified as straight.” 204 

In addition to hearing from members of Kansas City’s LGBTQ communities, the 

commission also heard testimony from opponents of gay and lesbian rights. The Kansas City 

Star estimated that about 30 people, “some with religious objections to homosexuality,” 

attended the first meeting with public testimony which took place at the Metropolitan 

Community Church. Co-chairwoman Linda May claimed at the time that she wanted to hear 

the opinions of opponents of gay rights. "I want to hear from the conservative religious 

 
202 Ibid. 
203 “Mayor’s Commission Survey Completed,” The Lesbian and Gay News Telegraph, November 

1991, 12. Copy available in Box 1, Folder 5, Chloe Wagner Collection, LaBudde Special Collections 

Gay & Lesbian Archive of Mid-America at University of Missouri - Kansas City, Kansas City, MO. 
204 Ibid. 
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community," May said. "I think we need to understand those things.” Several men who 

claimed they were formerly gay attended the meeting along with members of FIRED UP. 

During the hearing, Karen Oglesby, a leader of FIRED UP, told the commission, “FIRED UP 

will fight against ordinances seeking to make sexual orientation a protected class under city 

civil rights codes.”205 

 

“The Cycle Must Be Broken” 

After months of collecting information, the Mayor’s Commission issued an official 

report late in December 1991. And as many expected, a nondiscrimination ordinance was 

high among their recommendations. According to the official report, “Nearly one-third of the 

lesbians and gay men [who took the survey] reported experiencing job discrimination. 

Employment discrimination was the area of highest reported discrimination for the total 

population. Employment discrimination included being fired, not being promoted, being 

forced out, not getting a job, being demoted, and being asked to leave.” The report elaborated 

on how this was especially a concern if the individual was out. According to the report, “The 

more ‘out’ lesbians and gays are the more they face discrimination, but being ‘closeted’, in 

denial, and abstinent are no protection. Several people testified to the Commission that they 

lost their jobs when their employers just thought they were gay.”206 And the need for an all-

inclusive nondiscrimination ordinance was also proven by the fact that respondents to the 

survey experienced discrimination in more than just employment. “Sixteen percent (16%) of 

the survey respondents reported experiencing discrimination in public accommodations. 

 
205 Mary Sanchez, “City Prepares for Gay, Lesbian Views,” Kansas City Star, July 20, 1991. 
206 “Report of the Mayor’s Commission on Lesbian and Gay Concerns,” December 1991, iii. This 

copy was obtained from the personal collection of Keith Spare in Kansas City, Missouri.  
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Thirty-seven percent (37%) of the survey respondents reported verbal assaults, threats, name 

calling etc. and 32% reported being beaten, attacked, bashed, or otherwise physically 

hurt.”207 

The commission also noted the ways in which homophobia and discrimination 

impacted people with HIV/AIDS: 

Testimony from the hearings and the survey revealed the reluctance of many gay 

males to seek HIV testing because of fear of discrimination. This reluctance delays 

the time between infection and the move toward obtaining medical care. Further, in 

order to avoid the risk that an employer would learn of an AIDS-related diagnosis, 

witnesses testified that many gay males relied on the community health centers and 

the Free Health Clinic, foregoing company insurance benefits. This shifts the burden 

to those agencies and delays care because of waiting lists at those facilities.208 

 

The report also elaborated upon the rich history of gay and lesbian activism in Kansas 

City, and how the AIDS epidemic and recent challenges faced by members of LGBTQ 

communities had inspired them to take action. It stated: 

Kansas City has had a long history of an active lesbian and gay community, reported 

to date back twenty-five years. Most lesbians and gays have not been willing to risk 

exposure to fight for civil rights for gays and lesbians, but that appears to be 

changing. Kansas City’s gay and lesbian population has been affected by the AIDS 

epidemic, job discrimination, violence, and custody battles, as have their counterparts 

in every major city in the United States. . . . Ignorance, misrepresentations, fear, and 

condemnation have served to galvanize and politicize the gay and lesbian community 

and friends and family of gays and lesbians. . . . The ground swell of support to 

remedy the discrimination is growing.209 

 

The commission also concluded that violence against gays and lesbians would not 

end until the broader discrimination that they faced was finally confronted: 

Bigotry, discrimination, and violence against lesbians and gays will not begin to end 

and stereotypes will not be shattered until gays and lesbians become visible. 

Discrimination and violence and the threat of discrimination and violence keep most 

gays and lesbians invisible to both the average citizen and governmental leaders. 

Invisibility keeps the general public from learning who gays and lesbians really are 

 
207 Ibid., vi.  
208 Ibid., v.  
209 Ibid., vii.  
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and perpetuates stereotypes and bigotry. Stereotypes and bigotry are the precursor of 

violence and discrimination. The cycle must be broken.210 

 

Virtually everything in the report from the Mayor’s Commission on Lesbian and Gay 

Concerns was included in the testimony given during the hearings over Ordinance 65430. 

However, the statistics, and the sincere testimony given by so many individuals, undoubtedly 

boosted the ongoing case for a nondiscrimination ordinance based upon sexual orientation. 

And over the next year, Mayor Emanuel Cleaver would continue to show increased support 

for members of Kansas City’s LGBTQ communities who were indeed in need of the comfort 

and backing of their leader. 

 

The City Council Finally Adds Sexual Orientation to the Civil Rights Code  

On June 3, 1993, the Kansas City Council chambers were packed to standing room 

only capacity, as yet again, a proposed measure adding sexual orientation to city’s existing 

civil rights ordinance awaited an official vote. If successful, the new ordinance would add 

sexual orientation to the list of categories for which discrimination was illegal in 

employment, housing, and public accommodations. This list included a person's “race, color, 

sex, religion, national origin or ancestry, disability, marital status, familial status or age.”211 

The ordinance was introduced by Councilman Michael Hernandez, who had publicly 

predicted that the measure would likely pass, as nine of the 13 city councilmembers were co-

sponsors, including Mayor Emanuel Cleaver. When Mayor Cleaver called on Councilman 

Hernandez to introduce the ordinance, Hernandez said, “Mr. Mayor, thank you. Certainly, 

this particular ordinance has been watched closely for the last three years. And I think today 

 
210 Ibid., viii.  
211 Mary Sanchez, “Council Outlaws Bias Against Gays,” Kansas City Star, June 4, 1993. 
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is a fine time to finally put a closure on this ordinance and this legislation for the gay 

community and for the community as a whole.”212 Similar to Ordinance 65430, which had 

been introduced over three years prior, the new ordinance would exempt “religious 

organizations or nonprofit entities controlled by religious organizations.”213 For everyone 

else, however, violation of the measure would carry, upon conviction, a fine of up to $500 

and up to six months in jail.214  

Earlier that day there had been both a rally in favor of the ordinance and a protest 

against it outside City Hall.215 Supporters had been pressuring the city council for a 

nondiscrimination ordinance ever since the release of the official report by the Mayor’s 

Commission on Lesbian and Gay Concerns. However, they were not the only ones pressuring 

the council. The Kansas City Star reported that on the day it was introduced, officials at City 

Hall received over 400 telephone calls, “mostly from citizens opposed to the ordinance.”216 

Once again, the opposition was led by members of FIRED UP, the group that had long 

opposed the city's efforts to make sexual orientation a protected class. Connie Cierpiot, a 

spokeswoman for FIRED UP, told the Kansas City Star earlier in the week that her 

organization would fight passage of the new proposal. "Why give legal minority status based 

on how people have sex?" Cierpiot asked. She went on to elaborate that FIRED UP opposed 

 
212 The Ordinance Project, directed by Austin R. Williams (2018; Kansas City, MO: Gay and Lesbian 

Archive of Mid-America at the University of Missouri-Kansas City, video release 2020), video, 

01:22:50 to 01:25:00, accessed October 9, 2021, https://library.umkc.edu/glama/ordinance-project. 
213 James C. Fitzpatrick and Mary Sanchez, “KC Council Receives New Gay Rights Measure,” 

Kansas City Star, May 28, 1993. 
214 Ibid. 
215 Mary Sanchez, “Council Outlaws Bias Against Gays,” Kansas City Star, June 4, 1993. 
216 Ibid. 

https://library.umkc.edu/glama/ordinance-project
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the measure because its members thought that “such a law would make gay and lesbian sex 

more acceptable in society.” 217 

Mayor Emanuel Cleaver had recently assigned the ordinance to the council's Rules 

and Audit Committee, which held a public hearing the day before (June 2, 1991) at City Hall. 

That committee listened to more than two dozen people testify, as more than 150 people 

watched in attendance. While there is no known footage or transcripts of that hearing, the 

Kansas City Star’s reporting of the testimony given sounds strikingly similar to that given 

during Ordinance 65430 three years prior: 

Some speakers recounted being physically attacked or fired because they are 

homosexual. Some opponents quoted Bible verses that they believe condemn 

homosexuals. Others expounded on their beliefs that homosexuals are promiscuous.  

. . . Other opponents tied homosexuals to the spread of AIDS and sexual abuse of 

children. Many supporters contend that the measure is needed to curb violence toward 

gays and lesbians.218  

After the testimony, Council Committee members Michael Hernandez and George 

Blackwood passed the measure out of committee and recommended that the full council 

approve the ordinance the next day. Members of FIRED UP, however, vowed to take the 

issue to court.  

FIRED UP supporters had already sued the city back in February for rejecting their 

petitions asking for a referendum on a previous civil rights ordinance introduced the year 

before that created a gay and lesbian task force under the city's Human Rights 

Commission.219 Even though that ordinance did not add sexual orientation to the city’s civil 

 
217 James C. Fitzpatrick and Mary Sanchez, “KC Council Receives New Gay Rights Measure,” 

Kansas City Star, May 28, 1993. 
218 Mary Sanchez, “Gay Rights Measure Advances to Full Council,” Kansas City Star, June 3, 1993. 
219 Mary Sanchez, “Council Outlaws Bias Against Gays,” Kansas City Star, June 4, 1993. 
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rights ordinance, members of FIRED UP nevertheless feared that the creation of a gay and 

lesbian task force was one step closer to adding civil rights protections for gays and lesbians. 

According to the Kansas City Star, “FIRED UP contends that it submitted a sufficient 

number of voter signatures to the city last year to force a referendum on the ordinance, but 

the city contends that too few signatures were valid.”220 The lawsuit was pending, and the 

case was currently before the Jackson County Circuit Judge Jay Daugherty. The new 

ordinance being introduced on June 3 was identical to the old one being challenged by 

FIRED UP, except it went one step further with the new inclusion of sexual orientation as a 

protected category. Councilman Hernandez argued that, if approved by the city council, the 

new ordinance would supersede the one being challenged by FIRED UP, meaning the lawsuit 

would be invalid since the old ordinance would no longer exist. Michael Whitehead, a lawyer 

representing three members of FIRED UP who filed the lawsuit against the city, called the 

new ordinance a “legal trick,” and argued that the city could not repeal an ordinance that was 

already the subject of litigation. 221 

When the clerk called the roll for a vote, Councilmembers Sally Johnson, Jim Glover, 

Michael Hernandez, Carol Coe, Katheryn Shields, Dan Cofran, George Blackwood and 

Mayor Emanuel Cleaver voted in favor of the ordinance. Although Councilwoman Judy 

Swope voted to allow the ordinance to be considered, she left the council chamber before an 

official vote was taken. Councilmembers Ken Bacchus, Chuck Weber, D. Jeanne Robinson, 

and Ronald E. Finley were absent for the entire meeting, and the ordinance passed by a vote 

 
220 James C. Fitzpatrick & Mary Sanchez, “KC Council Receives New Gay Rights Measure,” Kansas 

City Star, May 28, 1993. 
221 Mary Sanchez, “Gay Rights Measure Advances to Full Council,” Kansas City Star, June 3, 1993; 

Mary Sanchez, “Council Outlaws Bias Against Gays,” Kansas City Star, June 4, 1993. 
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of 8-0. The crowd of roughly 100 people broke into a standing ovation that lasted well over a 

minute, as cheers and whistles echoed throughout the chambers.222  

Members of the Human Rights Project were elated. David Weeda told the Kansas 

City Star, "The legislation that was passed today brings Kansas City into the position of 

putting a stop to the oppression, discrimination and violence against lesbians, gays and 

bisexuals."223 Outside the council chambers, however, the Reverend John Birmingham, who 

had been a vocal opponent of Ordinance 65430 loudly proclaimed, “Emanuel Cleaver and the 

council have betrayed us. … This is not a civil rights issue. This is a sin issue. We will win in 

the end.” The president of FIRED UP, Stephen Welch, who was also pastor of Northside 

Christian Church in Gladstone, Missouri, told the Kansas City Star, "We haven't given up 

hope." Michael Bates, the director of the city's Human Relations Department said, “If people 

want to challenge this law, fine. The original lawsuit is moot.” FIRED UP did continue with 

their lawsuit. Those legal efforts, however, never paid off, and the new ordinance and its 

protections based upon sexual orientation for all Kansas Citians stands to this day. \ 

 
222 The Ordinance Project, directed by Austin R. Williams (2018; Kansas City, MO: Gay and Lesbian 

Archive of Mid-America at the University of Missouri-Kansas City, video release 2020), video, 

01:22:50 to 01:25:00, accessed October 9, 2021, https://library.umkc.edu/glama/ordinance-project. 
223 Mary Sanchez, “Council Outlaws Bias Against Gays,” Kansas City Star, June 4, 1993. 
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CHAPTER 5 

PUBLIC HISTORY PROJECTS: COMMEMORATING THE 25TH ANNIVERSARY 

The Ordinance Project: Voices Raised1 

 

In commemoration of the 25th anniversary of Kansas City adding sexual orientation to 

its civil rights ordinance, I planned, promoted, and executed a series of events—each 

designed to cross-promote the other. In January 2018, I collaborated with fellow graduate 

student and graphic designer Kate Carpenter to create an exhibit highlighting this important 

chapter in Kansas City’s history. Stephanie Leedy, owner of the Leedy-Voulkos Art Center 

in the Crossroads Art District, agreed to host it for a month to commemorate the 

anniversary.2  

Carpenter and I spent the five months designing an interactive, multimedia public 

history installation entitled The Ordinance Project: Voices Raised. The installation ran from 

June 3-July 7, 2018, introducing visitors to the long history of LGBTQ activism in Kansas 

City and detailing how intricately interwoven the issues of homophobia and HIV/AIDS were 

in the late twentieth-century. Guests were greeted by a 42-foot timeline that spanned the 

years of 1975 up through the passage of the ordinance in 1993. A wide variety of mixed-

media sources accompanied five televisions looping oral history interviews and one big-

screen television playing testimony from the ordinance hearings. At the far end of the exhibit, 

a 16-square-foot map detailed each county in the United States, highlighting how many areas 

currently have zero antidiscrimination laws for LGBTQ individuals. Over 1,500 people 

 
1 Austin Williams, “Voices Raised Social Media Post,” Vimeo, April 28, 2019, video, 3:00, accessed 

October 9, 2021, https://vimeo.com/333006579/221bf72cea. 
2 “The Ordinance Project: Voices Raised,” KCMO Crossroads Arts District, accessed October 17, 

2021,  http://kccrossroads.org/crossroads-events/the-ordinance-project-voices-raised-2/. 

https://vimeo.com/333006579/221bf72cea
http://kccrossroads.org/crossroads-events/the-ordinance-project-voices-raised-2/
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visited the installation on just the two First Friday events alone, and throughout its entire run, 

over 3,000 individuals attended Voices Raised.3  

 

 

 

Figure 23:Exploring the Empty art gallery space at Leedy-Voulkos Art Center with co-curator Kate Carpenter 

 
3 Kathryn B. Carpenter, “The Ordinance Project: Voices Raised,” accessed October 14, 2021, 

http://kathrynbcarpenter.com/voices-raised/. 

http://kathrynbcarpenter.com/voices-raised/
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Figure 24: Initial mock-up of how to turn the space into a multimedia public history installation 

 

Figure 25: Graphic Design Mock-up of south wall of installation 
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Figure 26: Primary poster for "Voices Raised" 
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Figure 27: Graphic design for 40-foot timeline of Kansas City LGBTQ History which covered the north wall 
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Figure 28: Map of U.S. Nondiscrimination Legislation for east wall 
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Figure 29: Quotations from Ordinance 65430 testimony covered the west wall. A big screen TV played testimony footage 
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Figure 30: Mockup of one of the pillars on the south wall 
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Figure 31:"Voices in Testimony" panel on northwest wall 
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Figure 32: Preparing 40-foot timeline for north wall 
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Figure 33: Over 3,000+ visitors attended "Voices Raised" during the summer of 2018 
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Figure 34: Activist Lea Hopkins listening to her oral history at pre-showing of "Voices Raised" 

 

Figure 35: Kay Madden standing underneath her own quote at "Voices Raised" 
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Figure 36: Co-curator Kate Carpenter and me at "Voices Raised" 
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The Kansas City Public Library Panel Discussion 

The project also had a public programing component. In the winter of 2018, Stuart 

Hinds and I approached representatives of the Kansas City Public Library about co-

sponsoring a panel discussion along with GLAMA. In order to hold a reception ahead of 

time, we approached representatives of the Kansas City LGBT Film Festival and the Kansas 

City Human Rights Commission Task Force on Gay and Lesbian Issues. The panel 

discussion took place at the Plaza Branch’s Truman Forum Auditorium on June 6, 2018, and 

it was a wild success. Approximately 200 people showed up to hear a discussion among 

longtime activists Kay Madden, Jon D. Barnett, and Lea Hopkins, alongside Councilwoman 

Katheryn Shields. I moderated the discussion and provided a video summary of the ordinance 

hearings that played at the beginning of the event. The entire discussion was audio recorded 

and has now been archived and is available for listening through the Kansas City Public 

Library’s website.4 

 
4 “The Ordinance Project: Kansas City’s LGBT Landmark,” The Kansas City Public Library, June 6, 

2018, audio, 57:13, accessed October 9, 2021, https://www.kclibrary.org/signature-events/ordinance-

project-kcs-lgbt-landmark. 

 

https://www.kclibrary.org/signature-events/ordinance-project-kcs-lgbt-landmark
https://www.kclibrary.org/signature-events/ordinance-project-kcs-lgbt-landmark


147 

 

 

Figure 37: Moderating panel discussion at Kansas City Public Library event for "The Ordinance Project" 

 

Figure 38: (from left) Myself, Lea Hopkins, Kay Madden, Katheryn Shields, and Jon D. Barnett at KCPL panel discussion 
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The 2018 Kansas City LGBT Film Festival 

 As the anniversary approached, I continued to post information promoting the 

anniversary through social media. Additionally, Jon D. Barnett and I appeared as guests on 

Steve Kraske’s radio program on KCUR, and Stuart Hinds, Jamie Rich, Lea Hopkins, and I 

appeared once again on Manning’s Weekday Midday Medley on 98.1 FM.5 Reporters from 

KCUR and The Pitch also wrote articles about the documentary (and subsequently the 25th 

anniversary), and media attention was high as the anniversary approached.6 This attention, 

alongside the library discussion and public history installation helped us to sell-out the 250-

seat venue for the opening night premiere of The Ordinance Project at the 2018 Kansas City 

LGBT Film Festival. The documentary was presented with the “Celebration of Courage 

Award,” co-sponsored by the Festival and the Kansas City Human Rights Commission, and 

the premiere was followed by a question and answer period with myself, Jamie Rich, and 

longtime activist Keith Spare. We also held a special Saturday morning showing for those 

who couldn’t get tickets to the opening night, and a community forum—led by Stuart 

Hinds—was held afterward in order to let folks in the Kansas City community share their 

 
5 “Seg. 2: Kansas City's LGBT Landmark,” Up to Date, KCUR, June 6, 2018, accessed October 9, 

2021,  https://www.kcur.org/post/seg-1-leavenworth-prison-breaches-attorney-client-privilege-seg-2-

kansas-citys-lgbt-landmark; “Wednesday MidDay Medley Features The Ordinance Project,” 

Wednesday Midday Medley, KKFI: Kansas City Community Radio, June 20, 2018, accessed October 

9, 2021,  http://www.kkfi.org/program-episodes/wednesday-midday-medley-features-ordinance-

project-now-kkfis-30th/. 
6 Melissa Lenos, “New Film Recounts Kansas City’s Contentious, Early 1990s Gay Rights Battle,” 

Arts & Life, KCUR, June 19, 2018, accessed October 17, 2021, https://www.kcur.org/post/new-film-

recounts-kansas-citys-contentious-early-1990s-gay-rights-battle#stream/0; Dan Lybarger, “The 

Ordinance Project and the 1993 Fight for LGBTQ+ Rights in Kansas City,” The Pitch, June 20, 2018, 

accessed October 17, 2021, https://www.thepitchkc.com/arts-

entertainment/movies/blog/21010330/the-ordinance-project-and-the-1993-fight-for-lgbtq-rights-in-

kansas-city; Stuart Hinds, “New Film Tells Story of Kansas City’s 1993 Antidiscrimination 

Ordinance,” Camp, June 2018, 16. 

https://www.kcur.org/post/seg-1-leavenworth-prison-breaches-attorney-client-privilege-seg-2-kansas-citys-lgbt-landmark
https://www.kcur.org/post/seg-1-leavenworth-prison-breaches-attorney-client-privilege-seg-2-kansas-citys-lgbt-landmark
http://www.kkfi.org/program-episodes/wednesday-midday-medley-features-ordinance-project-now-kkfis-30th/
http://www.kkfi.org/program-episodes/wednesday-midday-medley-features-ordinance-project-now-kkfis-30th/
https://www.kcur.org/post/new-film-recounts-kansas-citys-contentious-early-1990s-gay-rights-battle#stream/0
https://www.kcur.org/post/new-film-recounts-kansas-citys-contentious-early-1990s-gay-rights-battle#stream/0
https://www.thepitchkc.com/arts-entertainment/movies/blog/21010330/the-ordinance-project-and-the-1993-fight-for-lgbtq-rights-in-kansas-city
https://www.thepitchkc.com/arts-entertainment/movies/blog/21010330/the-ordinance-project-and-the-1993-fight-for-lgbtq-rights-in-kansas-city
https://www.thepitchkc.com/arts-entertainment/movies/blog/21010330/the-ordinance-project-and-the-1993-fight-for-lgbtq-rights-in-kansas-city
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own recollections and experiences from this time period. The weekend concluded with a 

huge celebration, and everyone was invited to come to the Leedy-Voulkos Art Center for 

First Friday on July 6 to officially bring the month-long celebration to a close. 
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Figure 39: Tivoli promotional image for "The Ordinance Project" 
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Figure 40: (left image) Me with voice actor Lisa Marie Evans 

(right image) Activists David Weeda, Keith Spare, and Jon D. Barnett at 2018 KC LGBT Film Festival 
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Figure 41: Facebook post about "The Ordinance Project" by Councilwoman Katheryn Shields 
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Figure 42: The sold-out premiere of "The Ordinance Project" 
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Figure 43: Speaking to the crowd alongside Film Festival Director Jamie Rich 
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Figure 44: Posing for a photograph with some of the key participants in the film 
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Figure 45: A write-up about the film in the June 2018 edition of Camp Magazine 
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 The Ordinance Project & The GLAMA Oral History Project Website 

In the two years following the 2018 premiere of The Ordinance Project, the film has 

been screened at a variety of different film festivals, art galleries, libraries, college 

classrooms, diversity and equity training seminars, and more. The film was awarded the 

“Documentary Feature Audience Choice Award” at the 19th Annual Kansas International 

Film Festival in 2019. Local LGBTQ organizations such as Johnson County Pride have 

screened the film to educate the public about current nondiscrimination ordinances under 

debate in the greater Kansas City metropolitan area.7 I was invited by representatives of 

Hallmark’s LGBTQ Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion group to show the film to workers 

during their lunch break (Note: for these sort of events, I have edited a 55-minute version of 

the film). While the majority of these screenings have taken place in the greater Kansas City 

area, I have driven as far as Tulsa, Oklahoma to show the film.8 Before the COVID-19 

pandemic, I was scheduled to fly to Washington, D.C. to screen the film at the 2020 

Organization of American Historians Conference.9 But throughout all of this, the most 

exciting opportunity has been to finally make the film and the primary sources utilized to 

make it free to the public via UMKC’s Libraries website. 

 In October 2020, GLAMA launched three new webpages hosting the film and 

several of the primary sources utilized in making it.10 The site contains the documentary film, 

 
7 “Movie Screening: The Ordinance Project,” Johnson County Pride Facebook, Facebook, accessed 

October 9, 2021, https://www.facebook.com/events/olathe-indian-creek-library/movie-screening-the-

ordinance-project/525856074681134/. 
8 “The Ordinance Project Documentary Screening,” Living Arts of Tulsa Facebook, Facebook, 

accessed October 9, 2021, https://www.facebook.com/events/382942442311917/. 

9 “The Ordinance Project,” View Meeting Session, Organization of American Historians, accessed 

October 9, 2021, https://www.oah.org/meetings-events/oah20/view-meeting-session/3318. 
10 The Ordinance Project, directed by Austin R. Williams (2018; Kansas City, MO: Gay and Lesbian 

Archive of Mid-America at the University of Missouri-Kansas City, video release 2020), video, 

https://www.facebook.com/events/olathe-indian-creek-library/movie-screening-the-ordinance-project/525856074681134/
https://www.facebook.com/events/olathe-indian-creek-library/movie-screening-the-ordinance-project/525856074681134/
https://www.facebook.com/events/382942442311917/
https://www.oah.org/meetings-events/oah20/view-meeting-session/3318
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oral histories, and videos. The site continues to be a work in progress, as the COVID-19 

pandemic has strained library resources to add more of the oral histories and primary sources 

to the site over the last year. Throughout my research, I personally scanned and digitized 

thousands of documents for GLAMA. These digitized sources, along with timelines, 

photographs, and videos aim to add to the users’ experience and encourage them to explore 

more of the stories contained in GLAMA. 

Along with the materials that have already been added, the concept has always been 

to introduce visitors to Kansas City LGBTQ history via the documentary, which will 

hopefully encourage them to explore other aspects of Kansas City LGBTQ history that the 

film was not able to cover. Many of oral histories lasted nearly two hours long, but only 

minutes of each video was able to be utilized in the film. With the full transcriptions of the 

oral history interviews also available, researchers will be able to begin work on constructing 

further histories and providing greater context to some of the stories told in The Ordinance 

Project. And hopefully, the website will also serve as a call to action. Others undoubtedly 

have countless memories, experiences, and stories that have gone unrecorded throughout the 

decades. To ensure that future generations do not forget about the struggles and triumphs 

which came before them, this website will assist GLAMA in continuing to collect the stories 

of LGBTQ individuals regarding all aspects of their lives.  

 

 
1:29:31, accessed October 9, 2021, https://library.umkc.edu/glama/ordinance-project; “GLAMA Oral 

Histories,” Gay and Lesbian Archive of Mid-America at the University of Missouri-Kansas City, 

accessed October 9, 2021, https://library.umkc.edu/glama/oral-histories; “Videos,” LaBudde Special 

Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive of Mid-America at University of Missouri - Kansas City, Kansas 

City, MO, accessed October 9, 2021, https://library.umkc.edu/GLAMA/videos. 
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https://library.umkc.edu/glama/oral-histories
https://library.umkc.edu/GLAMA/videos
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Figure 46: "The Ordinance Project" won the Documentary Feature Audience Choice Award at the 19th Annual Kansas 

International Film Festival 
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Figure 47: Screening the film at the InterUrban Arthouse in Overland Park, Kansas 

 

 

Figure 48: Highlighting elements of "The Ordinance Project" at a UMKC Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion Breakfast 
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Figure 49: Speaking about the film at GLAMA's 10th anniversary celebration 

 

 

 



162 

 

CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSION 

It was all very slow, slow progress—until it wasn’t.”1 

In April 1993, just a little over one month before sexual orientation was finally added 

to Kansas City, Missouri’s civil rights ordinance, a large contingency from Kansas City 

attended the March on Washington for Lesbian, Gay, and Bi Equal Rights and Liberation. 

Steve Pierce was a part of that contingency, and he stressed in our interview that his 

experience at the 1993 march was quite different than his first trip to the nation’s capital for 

the Second National March on Washington for Lesbian and Gay Rights in October 1987. 

Pierce explained: 

Looking back, I almost want to say that the ‘93 March was a victory lap. When I went 

to the Second March [1987], as I said, I got on the plane. I went by myself. . . . By the 

time of the ‘93 March, I went with friends. I stayed with friends in D.C. We went all 

over town and did all kinds of things, as gay people with other gay people doing 

things. So much had changed that the ‘93 March was much more of a celebration, 

because I think we had accomplished a whole lot in those years. And even if the 

ordinance here didn’t pass, you were getting a feeling that the train was on the track, 

and things were going to move along.2 

Kansas City already had a rich history of LGBTQ activism and organizing prior to the 

1987 March on Washington. Religious institutions, such as the Metropolitan Community 

Church played a significant role in the formation of LGBTQ communities in Kansas City, 

 
1 Kay Madden, “GLAMA Oral History Project,” interview by Austin R. Williams on November 15, 

2017 in Kansas City, Missouri, transcript, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive of 

Mid-America at University of Missouri - Kansas City, Kansas City, MO, available online at 

https://library.umkc.edu/OralHistoryFiles/Transcripts//Madden-transcript.pdf. 
2 Steve Pierce, “GLAMA Oral History Project,” interview by Austin R. Williams on November 17, 

2017 in Kansas City, Missouri, transcript, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive of 

Mid-America at University of Missouri - Kansas City, Kansas City, MO. 

https://library.umkc.edu/OralHistoryFiles/Transcripts/Madden-transcript.pdf
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just as they had in cities across the country. Political organizations, such Christopher Street, 

not only helped LGBTQ Kansas Citians organize against threats to their wellbeing, they also 

helped in connecting people, creating communities, and assisting individuals during their 

own coming out process. And volunteer organizations such as Gay Talk, Gay Services 

Network, and the Good Samaritan Project were instrumental in connecting members of 

LGBTQ communities and people with HIV/AIDS with legal, medical, and insurance 

professionals who were needed to combat a wide variety of challenges that only became 

more pronounced with the onset of the HIV/AIDS epidemic. 

Despite this rich history, numerous participants in the GLAMA Oral History Project 

pointed to the years following the Second March on Washington in 1987 as a significant 

turning point in Kansas City’s LGBTQ history. The 1987 March had been inspired, among 

many things, by the 1986 Supreme Court decision in Bowers v. Hardwick, which enraged 

many by upholding the constitutionality of a Georgia sodomy law. The march provided the 

Kansas City contingency with a sense of purpose and momentum, and it directly inspired the 

formation of new organizations dedicated to LGBTQ civil rights, namely the Pink Triangle 

Political Coalition. This organization, however, was equally inspired by the ongoing 

HIV/AIDS epidemic and the perceived failure of the federal, state, and local governments to 

take action. People were dying at an alarming rate. Jon D. Barnett remembered thinking, 

“We're going to be dead in three months, six months. We have nothing to lose.”3 This sense 

of urgency led AIDS activists to adopt the slogan “Silence = Death,” and for many, speaking 

 
3 Jonathan D. Barnett, “GLAMA Oral History Project,” interview by Austin R. Williams on 

November 16, 2017 in Kansas City, Missouri, transcript, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & 

Lesbian Archive of Mid-America at University of Missouri - Kansas City, Kansas City, MO, 

available online at https://library.umkc.edu/OralHistoryFiles/Transcripts//Barnett-Jonathan-transcript-

171116.pdf. 

https://library.umkc.edu/OralHistoryFiles/Transcripts/Barnett-Jonathan-transcript-171116.pdf
https://library.umkc.edu/OralHistoryFiles/Transcripts/Barnett-Jonathan-transcript-171116.pdf
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up about HIV/AIDS meant speaking up about LGTBQ civil rights issues. As Steve Pierce 

noted: 

When AIDS went public, gay went public. . . .  Suddenly people had to admit there 

were gay people out there. They had to admit how many there were. Gay people had 

to come out. . . . Just being gay and [having] AIDS were one big ball of wax. You 

couldn’t separate the two.4  

 

Kay Madden emphasized that even though HIV/AIDS predominantly affected gay 

men, the AIDS epidemic impacted everyone in Kansas City’s LGBTQ communities. She 

explained: 

We couldn’t stay silent,” she explained. “We couldn’t stay tucked in our little 

comfortable places passing—for lack of a better phrase. We couldn’t do that any 

longer. We had to stand with our gay brothers who were under attack. . . . I mean 

lesbians shared that. Other gay men shared that. We all shared that issue.5  

 

The last few years of the 1980s witnessed a surge in activism sweep the North 

American continent, and the U.S. federal government’s failure to properly acknowledge the 

AIDS epidemic led to the formation of AIDS activist organizations like the AIDS Coalition 

to Unleash Power (ACT UP). Activists took to the streets in demonstrations that were often 

dramatic and controversial in order to bring attention to people with AIDs. Many Kansas 

City AIDS activists also believed that drastic measures were needed to draw attention to 

HIV/AIDS in Kansas City, and the formation of a local Kansas City chapter of ACT UP 

provided many of them with the opportunity to do exactly that. 

 
4 Steve Pierce, “GLAMA Oral History Project,” interview by Austin R. Williams on November 17, 

2017 in Kansas City, Missouri, transcript, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive of 

Mid-America at University of Missouri - Kansas City, Kansas City, MO. 
5 Kay Madden, “GLAMA Oral History Project,” interview by Austin R. Williams on November 15, 

2017 in Kansas City, Missouri, transcript, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive of 

Mid-America at University of Missouri - Kansas City, Kansas City, MO, available online at 

https://library.umkc.edu/OralHistoryFiles/Transcripts//Madden-transcript.pdf. 

https://library.umkc.edu/OralHistoryFiles/Transcripts/Madden-transcript.pdf


165 

 

Members of ACT UP/KC used their local chapter to help leverage the efforts of the 

national organization, such as when they gathered thirty protesters outside of the Food and 

Drug Administration building in downtown Kansas City to coincide with the national 

chapter’s efforts to “seize” the FDA headquarters in Rockville, Maryland.6 But that FDA 

demonstration also helped to inform Kansas Citians about HIV/AIDS and recruited new 

members to their organization. And as the group moved forward, they became increasingly 

focused on helping local people with AIDS. 

The members of ACT UP/KC were first and foremost concerned with protecting their 

friends—and themselves—from HIV/AIDS. In the summer of 1988, the same summer that 

ACT UP/KC was formed, the Kansas City area reported 219 cases of HIV/AIDS—the 

highest total in the state of Missouri.7 For many AIDS activists, funding for health services 

was a top priority to help those in the direst of situations. And in the closing years of the 

1980s, local government officials increasingly drew the ire of Kansas City AIDS and 

LGBTQ activists. Beyond increased funding, ACT UP/KC sought to fight back against 

discrimination; not just against people with AIDS, but also discrimination based upon sexual 

orientation. In doing so, their efforts mirrored the conclusions reached by the Greater Kansas 

City AIDS Council, which argued that discrimination was keeping many of those at highest 

risk—gay men and intravenous drug users—from seeking tests, and education and 

antidiscrimination measures were desperately needed to combat HIV/AIDS. 

 
6 “ACT UP KC Zaps the FDA,” October 11, 1988, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian 

Archive of Mid-America at University of Missouri - Kansas City, video, 00:32:33, accessed October 

9, 2021, https://library.umkc.edu/GLAMA/videos. 
7 Associated Press, “Ashcroft Signs AIDS Testing Law,” KC Star. June 1, 1988. Clipping found in 

Box 2, Folder 15, Todd Bratt Collection, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive of 

Mid-America at University of Missouri - Kansas City, Kansas City, MO. 

https://library.umkc.edu/GLAMA/videos
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 The recommendation for antidiscrimination legislation was also gaining traction 

around the globe. As the summer began in 1988, the World Health Organization reported 

96,433 AIDS cases. Nearly two-thirds of that total (61,580) were reported in the United 

States.8 In response to the growing numbers, the World Health Organization adopted a 

resolution calling for a campaign against AIDS discrimination throughout the world. These 

sentiments were echoed by the proposals put forth by General Watkins and President 

Reagan’s AIDS Commission. But it did not take a presidential commission to recognize the 

link between AIDS discrimination and discrimination against LGBTQ communities. As ACT 

UP/KC co-founder Jim Hull continually told me, “You can’t talk about AIDS without talking 

about homophobia.”9 And given the fact that they were repeatedly told that the city had no 

money which could be allocated to help people with AIDS, the passage of legislation which 

protected people from discrimination in the areas of employment, housing, and public 

accommodations increasingly became a focal point, as it did not require any funding at all. 

When over 100 LGBTQ and AIDS activists gathered on the steps of City Hall on 

June 22, 1989, speaker after speaker from organizations such as the Pink Triangle Political 

Coalition (PTPC), Gay and Lesbian Awareness (GALA), and the Metropolitan Community 

Church took to the microphone and declared that “The Age of Invisibility is Over.”10 

Representing ACT UP/KC, cofounder Jim Hull proclaimed to those in attendance, “Some 

people say that the rights of gay people and AIDS are two different issues. AIDS affects our 

 
8 Associated Press, “U.S. Reports Most New AIDS Cases,” KC Times/Star, June 4, 1988. Clipping 

found in Box 2, Folder 15, Todd Bratt Collection, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian 

Archive of Mid-America at University of Missouri - Kansas City, Kansas City, MO. 
9 Jim Hull, pre-oral history interview by Austin Williams, Kansas City, Missouri, Summer 2016. 
10 “Target City Hall,” June 22, 1989, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive of Mid-

America at University of Missouri - Kansas City, video, 01:06:14, accessed on October 9, 2021, 

https://library.umkc.edu/GLAMA/videos. 

https://library.umkc.edu/GLAMA/videos
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community more than any other group of people, and as long as that is true, the struggle for 

gay rights must be concerned with the issue of AIDS.”11 His fellow ACT UP/KC cofounder 

Jon Barnett read from a list of demands, and at the top of that list was the passage of a 

nondiscrimination ordinance. Barnett explained what the passage of such an ordinance would 

mean to many members of Kansas City’s LGBTQ communities. Barnett proclaimed: 

While [members of the Greater Kansas City AIDS Council] get their act together, 

we’re here to demand a response. We’re asking for protection against discrimination 

based on HIV status or sexual orientation; not because a law will stop abuse, but 

because it’s a statement for our community about how we will respond. . . . [Mayor] 

Berkley may not be able to stop AIDS by himself, but he can come out of his stigma 

closet and address the problem publicly and responsibly. The city council can’t stop 

AIDS by themselves either, but they can make a public statement by banning 

discrimination, and they can resolve to learn what they need to know.12 

 

Ordinance 65430 

In the late 1980s, LGBTQ and AIDS activists in Kansas City, Missouri increasingly 

pressured the city council to pass an antidiscrimination ordinance providing protections 

based upon HIV status and sexual orientation. And eventually, their actions began to pay off, 

as representatives from the city began to take their demands seriously. Councilmembers 

could not ignore the constant demonstrations, letters, phone calls, and campaigns coming 

from Kansas City’s LGBTQ communities. When Mike Bates, the city’s Human Relations 

Director, suggested the idea of an ordinance protecting people with HIV/AIDS to fellow city 

representatives, he invited members of ACT UP/KC to testify in front of the city’s Audit and 

Operations Committee. During their testimony, ACT UP/KC members noted that stopping 

discrimination against people with HIV/AIDS was a critical component of encouraging 

individuals to get tested for the disease. But they also pointed out that such measures would 

 
11 Ibid. 
12 Ibid. 
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be a moot point if there were not also protections based upon sexual orientation, as many 

employers took an individual’s HIV-positive status as an indicator that the employee was 

gay. And as had already been proven by cases such as the firing of Michael Poynor from 

Walmart, an individual could be fired for the mere rumor that they were gay. As the idea of 

an all-inclusive ordinance became more accepted among a handful of city representatives, 

members of the newly formed Human Rights Ordinance Project (HROP)—whose sole 

purpose was to pass a nondiscrimination ordinance—held meetings with Councilwoman 

Katheryn Shields and convinced her to sponsor the measure. HROP initially began as an 

affinity group within the ACT UP/KC umbrella, but their membership quickly grew to 

include representatives from PTPC and other LGBTQ organizations. As Kay Madden 

recalled, “The energy that had been around PTPC just got directed to the ordinance. And 

looking back, I think that PTPC was more diffuse. I mean this was just one thing. HROP was 

going to do this one thing: get this ordinance passed.”13 To many of the activists involved, 

the momentum which had been building throughout the previous two years indicated that the 

timing was right to push for antidiscrimination protections—not only for HIV status—but 

also for sexual orientation. 

The timing seemed right to many city councilmembers and representatives, as well. 

Mike Bates and the city’s human relations department had already been planning to amend 

the city’s existing civil rights ordinance to include “familial status” to ensure that citizens 

with children could not be discriminated against when applying for housing. Bates initially 

planned to add both HIV/AIDS and sexual orientation as additional categories, just as they 

 
13 Kay Madden, “GLAMA Oral History Project,” interview by Austin R. Williams on November 15, 

2017 in Kansas City, Missouri, transcript, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive of 

Mid-America at University of Missouri - Kansas City, Kansas City, MO, available online at 

https://library.umkc.edu/OralHistoryFiles/Transcripts//Madden-transcript.pdf. 

https://library.umkc.edu/OralHistoryFiles/Transcripts/Madden-transcript.pdf
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planned to do with familial status. While that approach was deemed best for sexual 

orientation, it was determined that the best approach for including protections for people with 

HIV/AIDS was to specify that diseases such as HIV/AIDS would be included under the 

city’s definition of “physical impairment.” This official designation would ensure people 

with HIV/AIDS were considered handicapped, thus making discrimination against such 

individuals illegal. And in the first few months of 1990, HROP and their political allies went 

to work on constructing an all-inclusive antidiscrimination ordinance that would provide 

protections for people based upon familial status, HIV status, and sexual orientation—all in 

the same piece of legislation. 

Members of the Human Rights Ordinance Project and their allies at City Hall the city 

spent those months looking at similar pieces of legislation which had been debated across the 

country throughout the 1980s. David Weeda, cofounder of HROP recalled, “We could look 

at any other records of metropolitan areas in the country that had addressed this issue and 

read through transcripts and see the kinds of arguments that were being made.”14 One critical 

component of the new ordinance would be how the city council defined sexual orientation, 

thus indicating who was specifically included under the new protections. Members of HROP 

preferred the definition of sexual orientation utilized by Seattle, Washington, which included 

“transvestites and transsexuals.”15 Councilwoman Shields initially agreed; however, after 

polling her fellow councilmembers, she called an emergency meeting in the days before the 

ordinance was to be introduced, and guaranteed that the measure could not pass unless the 

 
14 David Weeda, “GLAMA Oral History Project,” interview by Austin R. Williams on November 27, 

2017 in Kansas City, Missouri, transcript, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive of 

Mid-America at University of Missouri - Kansas City, Kansas City, MO. 
15 HROP Memo, April 16, 1990, Kay Madden Collection, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & 

Lesbian Archive of Mid-America at University of Missouri - Kansas City. The Kay Madden 

Collection is currently being processed. 
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definition of sexual orientation was limited to one’s “homosexuality, heterosexuality, or 

bisexuality.”16 In our interview, Shields discussed why she recommended that the group 

move forward without including transgender Kansas Citians in the ordinance. “You know, 

perhaps not my proudest hour,” she recalled. “But certainly [it was] a time when I was trying 

to explain to them [HROP] what I thought were the parameters of what we could 

successfully get the city council to do. … And that's what I suggested—let's get this passed 

and then we can come back and perfect it.”17 Several former members of HROP recalled how 

difficult it was to make that decision. While the initial reaction from many in the group was 

to pull the legislation entirely, they eventually decided to move ahead when transgender 

members of HROP encouraged the group to continue without them, with the understanding 

that their protests would be heard during the public testimony.18 

The reaction to the introduction of Ordinance 65430 was overwhelming. Over the 

course of three weeks, members of the city council’s Audit and Finance Committee heard 

more than a dozen hours of public testimony. Letters flooded the councilmembers’ 

mailboxes, while phone zaps from both sides at times effectively shut down the phone lines 

at City Hall. Councilwoman Katheryn Shields later recalled, “This was very unique [in 

comparison to other ordinance hearings]. … I mean, the obsession that the opponents had—

the fear and the obsession was very evident in the hearings.”19 Part of the massive turnout by 

 
16 Ibid. 
17 Katheryn Shields, “GLAMA Oral History Project,” interview by Austin R. Williams on February 

27, 2017 in Kansas City, Missouri, transcript, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive 

of Mid-America at University of Missouri - Kansas City, Kansas City, MO, available online at 

https://library.umkc.edu/OralHistoryFiles/Transcripts//Shields-transcript.pdf. 
18 HROP Memo, April 16, 1990, Kay Madden Collection, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & 

Lesbian Archive of Mid-America at University of Missouri - Kansas City. The Kay Madden 

Collection is currently being processed. 
19 Katheryn Shields, “GLAMA Oral History Project,” interview by Austin R. Williams on February 

27, 2017 in Kansas City, Missouri, transcript, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive 

https://library.umkc.edu/OralHistoryFiles/Transcripts/Shields-transcript.pdf
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opponents was linked to the fact that members of an anti-abortion group had been in 

attendance at the December 6, 1989 hearing in which ACT UP/KC members David Weeda 

and Jon Barnett testified on behalf of an antidiscrimination ordinance. These opponents 

already had strong prolife activist networks, and some of them even had their own Christian 

radio shows. With ample time to prepare before an official ordinance was introduced, they 

partnered alongside other Christian-based organizations, including the predominantly Black 

Baptist Ministers Union, to present a formidable opposition to Ordinance 65430. 

Members of HROP, alongside other supporters of the ordinance, organized their own 

wide coalition of support, including ministers, city representatives, and businesspeople. 

When Councilwoman Katheryn Shields introduced the ordinance, she explained why such an 

antidiscrimination ordinance was needed to combat HIV/AIDS. “We cannot expect that 

people are going to come forward for early testing,” Shields announced to the packed council 

chambers, “if being determined as HIV-positive is going to mean that they are going to suffer 

from discrimination.”20 Former Kansas City Mayor Charles Wheeler echoed her sentiment, 

testifying as both a politician and a medical doctor. “The medical profession is approaching 

this illness as something that fundamentally needs public education such as you are providing 

here today,” said Wheeler. “We are unanimous in our opinion that one of the best educational 

efforts that could take place would be the passage of an antidiscrimination ordinance by the 

city council.”21 

 
of Mid-America at University of Missouri - Kansas City, Kansas City, MO, available online at 

https://library.umkc.edu/OralHistoryFiles/Transcripts//Shields-transcript.pdf. 
20 “Katheryn Shields Introduces Ordinance,” Ordinance 65430 Public Testimony: April 25, 1990, 

video file, Steve Pierce Collection, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive of Mid-

America at University of Missouri - Kansas City, 0:01:28 to 0:04:56. 
21 “Charles Wheeler Public Testimony,” Ordinance 65430 Public Testimony: April 25, 1990, video 

file, Steve Pierce Collection, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive of Mid-America 

at University of Missouri - Kansas City, 0:32:51 to 0:45:00. 
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While virtually none of the opposition had a problem with the new category of 

familial status, a person’s HIV status and/or sexual orientation proved to be far more 

controversial. Some opponents argued that federal and state laws rendered such an ordinance 

unnecessary. Specifically, the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) was simultaneously 

being debated in Congress. If passed, this legislation would specify that people with 

HIV/AIDS were considered disabled, granting them federal protections. Councilman Mark 

Bryant repeatedly questioned whether the city council should wait until the debate 

surrounding the ADA was settled. In response, Human Relations Director Mike Bates 

explained that cities have several ordinances that overlap with state and federal laws to 

provide “rapid adjudication.” He also noted that the additional provisions regarding familial 

status in housing aligned with federal law, and nobody seemed to have a problem with that.22 

Many of the opponents did not feel as though HIV/AIDS should be designated as an 

official handicap. Opponents argued that it was necessary to prohibit people with AIDS from 

participating in certain aspects of public life to ensure public safety. Throughout the hearings, 

opponents repeatedly testified that members of the general public who ate in restaurants, 

received medical treatment, and valued their children’s well-being had their rights infringed 

upon by not knowing if the person serving, treating, or working for them was HIV-positive. 

They claimed that public health trumped civil rights, and several went as far as advocating 

for quarantine and prosecutorial measures to contain an even greater outbreak of the 

epidemic. In doing so, these opponents’ views aligned with the recommendations from the 

 
22 “Mike Bates Introduces Ordinance,” Ordinance 65430 Public Testimony: April 25, 1990, video file, 

Steve Pierce Collection, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive of Mid-America at 

University of Missouri - Kansas City, 0:04:58 to 0:28:15. 
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governor of Missouri, John Ashcroft, who called for tough, prosecutorial actions rather than 

antidiscrimination efforts.23  

Many of the opponents who expressed sympathy for people with AIDS reserved it for 

“innocent victims,” such as the hemophiliac teenager Ryan White; however, they noted that 

these cases were rare. Opponents’ continued references to HIV/AIDS as a “gay disease” 

highlighted a paradox that many supporters of the ordinance found themselves in: While 

HIV/AIDS overwhelmingly affected gay men in the Kansas City area, overemphasizing this 

point risked reinforcing the stereotypes coming from the opposition. Conversely, 

overemphasizing individuals like Ryan White downplayed just how significant this issue was 

for gay men.  

While the inclusion of an individual’s HIV status in the city’s civil rights ordinance 

proved to be quite controversial, the overwhelming amount of testimony from the opposition 

had to do with the inclusion of an individual’s sexual orientation. A significant portion of the 

opposition testified against the ordinance on the moral grounds that homosexuality was both 

a sin and a direct threat to family values. Opponents argued that lesbians and gay men should 

not be granted a minority status because someone’s sexual orientation was a “lifestyle 

choice,” even though the definition of the term included heterosexuality. Supporters pointed 

out that even if that were the case, religion—a protected category—was itself a choice. 

However, this line of reasoning did not persuade the opposition. 

Opponents also routinely argued that it was unfair to compare someone’s sexual 

orientation to a person’s racial status. More than a dozen African Americans testified against 

 
23 Associated Press, “Ashcroft Signs AIDS Testing Law,” KC Star. June 1, 1988. Clipping found in 

Box 2, Folder 15, Todd Bratt Collection, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive of 

Mid-America at University of Missouri - Kansas City, Kansas City, MO. 
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the ordinance at the April 25 and May 2 hearings, the majority of whom were representatives 

of Baptist churches. Only one Black man, the Reverend Mac Charles Jones, testified in favor 

of the ordinance.24 A representative of the Jackson County Ministers’ Union testified that 

“Civil rights has been too long coming, and I’ve just begun to try and exercise some of those 

[rights], and you want to go and confuse it with something else.”25 Numerous white citizens 

also testified that sexual orientation should not be given a “legitimate minority status” like 

people of color or women.  

Opponents repeatedly emphasized that Ordinance 65430 violated their religious 

liberties despite Councilwoman Shields continued reassurances that churches were exempt 

from the ordinance. However, the religious liberties argument was not only applied toward 

churches. Parents repeatedly stressed that the existence of lesbian and gay teachers in public 

schools infringed upon their religious convictions. More than any other form of employment, 

the opposition pointed to the necessity of keeping gay and lesbian teachers out of schools. 

Opponents repeatedly accused gay men and lesbians of wanting to “recruit” children to their 

ranks in an effort to erode traditional nuclear family values, and they claimed that the public 

schools were their avenue for doing so. Not only did several opponents argue that gay and 

lesbian teachers were bad role models, several went even further and suggested that they 

were potential sexual predators. In doing so, opponent after opponent utilized the same 

arguments heard over a decade earlier during Anita Bryant’s “Save Our Children” 

 
24 “Alvin Brooks Clarifies Human Relations Interpretation of Ordinance,” Ordinance 65430 Public 
Testimony: April 25, 1990, video file, Steve Pierce Collection, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & 

Lesbian Archive of Mid-America at University of Missouri - Kansas City, 01:04:30 to 01:08:18. 

Alvin Brooks, the African American Assistant City Manager, also testified on behalf of the city in a 

neutral manner, not taking an official stance on Ordinance 65430. 
25 “Eddie Flex Jr. Public Testimony,” Ordinance 65430 Public Testimony: May 2, 1990, video file, 

Steve Pierce Collection, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive of Mid-America at 

University of Missouri - Kansas City, 01:00:30 to 01:02:45. 
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campaign—a campaign which also spawned in retaliation to a nondiscrimination ordinance 

in Dade County, Florida. However, while the testimony given by much of the opposition 

echoed the same arguments made by Bryant and her followers, the fear associated with 

HIV/AIDS and its association with gay men took the opponents’ level of fearmongering to a 

new a level. Some even went as far as to claim that gay and lesbian teachers would inevitably 

molest their students, resulting in HIV-positive children. 

Supporters countered the opposition’s hysteria and misinformation by providing 

solid, informative, and educational testimony before the committee. Several supporters 

pointed directly to the recommendations put forth by the Presidential Commission on AIDS. 

They emphasized that AIDS was not a deserved punishment for immoral behavior, and they 

repeatedly stressed that the myths and misinformation being put forth by the opposition 

needed to be identified and rejected. As one such supporter testified, “Fear is caused by 

ignorance, and education is the only lasting solution.”26 

Supporters noted that an all-inclusive ordinance was needed because HIV status and 

sexual orientation were perceived as being linked together. As Steve Pierce testified, “People 

will defer their discrimination on HIV status to the perception of sexual orientation.”27 

Supporters of the ordinance also repeatedly countered the oppositions’ claims that they were 

asking for special privileges by noting that the ordinance clearly defined sexual orientation as 

including heterosexuality alongside homosexuality and bisexuality. It was the opposition, 

they argued, that wanted to the special privilege to fire someone based upon their sexual 

 
26 “Allan Lubert Public Testimony,” Ordinance 65430 Public Testimony: April 25, 1990, video file, 

Steve Pierce Collection, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive of Mid-America at 

University of Missouri - Kansas City, 02:18:35 to 02:22:22. 
27 “Steve Pierce Public Testimony,” Ordinance 65430 Public Testimony: April 25, 1990, video file, 

Steve Pierce Collection, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive of Mid-America at 

University of Missouri - Kansas City, 02:44:35 to 02:47:00. 
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orientation. As Mark Manning testified, “We of the gay and lesbian community are not 

asking for special privileges. We are asking for equal opportunities. The rights to keep a job 

based on our talent; not on whether or not we are straight or gay.”28  

Supporters argued that an antidiscrimination ordinance was needed to curb 

violence against members of Kansas City’s LGBTQ communities. Discrimination in 

the workplace not only helped to sanction violence, they argued, but it also prevented 

the city from fully understanding just how prevalent the problem truly was. The 

Reverend Mac Charles Jones, who served as Chairman on the Mayor’s Commission 

on Hate Groups testified, “This is not a referendum on homosexuality. This is a 

referendum on violence. Many of these individuals are afraid to report crimes because 

it may get back to their employers and they will be fired.”29 In his oral history 

interview, Mark Manning discussed how he felt compelled to testify about his own 

experience as a victim of “gay bashing” because he knew of those who could not tell 

their stories for fear of retribution. “Getting kicked in the head changed the way I felt 

about politics and activism. If I didn’t speak up about it, then nothing was ever going 

to change again.”30 Another man testified, “I ask you today to support this civil rights 

ordinance so that I and my brothers and sisters can live in Kansas City with less 

 
28 “Mark Manning Public Testimony,” Ordinance 65430 Public Testimony: May 2, 1990, video file, 

Steve Pierce Collection, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive of Mid-America at 

University of Missouri - Kansas City, 0:39:22 to 01:42:08. 
29 “Mac Charles Jones Public Testimony,” Ordinance 65430 Public Testimony: April 25, 1990, video 

file, Steve Pierce Collection, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive of Mid-America 

at University of Missouri - Kansas City, 0:52:30 to 01:04:30. 
30 The Ordinance Project, directed by Austin R. Williams (2018; Kansas City, MO: Gay and Lesbian 

Archive of Mid-America at the University of Missouri-Kansas City, video release 2020), video, 

0:51:15 to 0:51:45, accessed October 9, 2021, https://library.umkc.edu/glama/ordinance-project. 
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fear.”31 

Community, business, and religious leaders all argued that the opportunity to live 

without fear was a basic human right. In stressing that an antidiscrimination ordinance was 

beneficial to Kansas City as a whole, supporters reminded the committee that they were 

members of the greater Kansas City community. As one supporter testified, “We are your 

doctor, your lawyer, your secretary, your minister, your garbage man, your PTA board 

member, farmer, coworker, and yes, your daughters and sons as well.”32 Another supporter 

explained what this ordinance meant in terms of freedom. She testified that Kansas City’s 

gays and lesbians sought “freedom from discrimination, freedom from silence, [and] freedom 

from oppression. … And no one—no one is free when others are oppressed.”33 

Despite all the organizing, research, and public testimony, Ordinance 65430 never 

received an official vote by the Kansas City Council. On the day of the anticipated vote, 

supporters of the measure lost the votes of three individuals they had counted on: 

Councilmembers Bobby Hernandez, Emanuel Cleaver, and Mayor Dick Berkley. Several of 

the councilmembers who voted to send it back to committee, including the cosponsors 

Cleaver and Berkley, agreed that the city council had made a mistake by trying to introduce 

all three categories—familial status, HIV status, and sexual orientation—in the same piece of 

legislation.  Dan Cofran, who voted against sending the ordinance back to committee, 

explained why the eight councilmembers who did vote to send it back may have preferred 

that approach rather than taking an official vote. “One thing that happens in the City Council, 

if you don't have the votes to get something passed that particular day as opposed to 

 
31 Ibid., 0:51:43 to 0:52:30. 
32 Ibid. 
33 Ibid. 
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defeating it outright—to live another day—you can vote to send it back to committee to 

either work on it some more or have it, you know, just go away. You know, it can be done 

for different reasons.”34 In discussing why Emanuel Cleaver specifically voted to send the 

ordinance back, Katheryn Shields hypothesized, “You know, Emanuel was running for 

mayor. ... I don't think he wanted to be on record supporting it, because I think he felt it 

would hurt his chances running for mayor, particularly if it turned the minority ministers 

against him.”35 

Supporters of Ordinance 65430 were devastated. But they knew that they had to keep 

fighting. As Kay Madden emphasized, “Those losses come hard. And it’s very hard to pick 

oneself up and keep going, but we did. We did keep going.”36 In the aftermath of the 

ordinance being sent back to committee, members of ACT UP/KC became more militant 

than ever, and they specifically targeted much of their anger toward Mayor Berkley and 

Councilman Emanuel Cleaver. Several participants in the GLAMA Oral History Project 

suggested that in many ways, ACT UP/KC served as the “attack dogs” for other LGBTQ 

organizations, allowing their specific political requests to seem more reasonable. This good 

cop/bad cop approach had many advantages. However, their tactics also led to tension within 

LGBTQ organizations. As Linda May stated, “I think that demonstrations are a mixed 

 
34 Dan Cofran, “GLAMA Oral History Project,” interview by Austin R. Williams on April 5, 2018 in 

Kansas City, Missouri, transcript, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive of Mid-

America at University of Missouri - Kansas City, Kansas City, MO. 
35 Katheryn Shields, “GLAMA Oral History Project,” interview by Austin R. Williams on February 

27, 2017 in Kansas City, Missouri, transcript, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive 

of Mid-America at University of Missouri - Kansas City, Kansas City, MO, available online at 

https://library.umkc.edu/OralHistoryFiles/Transcripts//Shields-transcript.pdf. 
36 Kay Madden, “GLAMA Oral History Project,” interview by Austin R. Williams on November 15, 

2017 in Kansas City, Missouri, transcript, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive of 

Mid-America at University of Missouri - Kansas City, Kansas City, MO, available online at 

https://library.umkc.edu/OralHistoryFiles/Transcripts//Madden-transcript.pdf. 

https://library.umkc.edu/OralHistoryFiles/Transcripts/Shields-transcript.pdf
https://library.umkc.edu/OralHistoryFiles/Transcripts/Madden-transcript.pdf
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blessing.  They get attention, but I think sometimes, they get as much negative attention as 

positive.”37 In our interview together, Congressman Emanuel Cleaver explained why he 

believed that he received the most harassment from ACT UP/KC and other activists. “They 

chose the target to be somebody who was publicly already supportive of the ordinance. … 

People don't go to the folks who are opposed to them. They always come and exercise that 

highest level of hostility toward the people who are already supportive.”38 

The Human Rights Ordinance Project, along with councilmembers who wanted to see 

a nondiscrimination ordinance passed, regrouped and came up with a new approach to 

obtaining protections based upon HIV status and sexual orientation. As former Councilman 

Dan Cofran explained, “A lot of the opposition we were experiencing came to the sexual 

orientation portion of the ordinance. … The other two were not as controversial—perhaps 

somewhat controversial—that is familial status and HIV/AIDS as a disability. … So 

sometimes two-thirds of a loaf is better than the whole loaf, so to speak.”39 

Shortly after Ordinance 65430 was sent back to committee, Congress passed the 

Americans With Disabilities Act, meaning that there were now protections at the federal 

level declaring HIV/AIDS as a disability. In October 1990, Councilmembers Cleaver, 

Shields, and Cofran cosponsored a new ordinance that included familial status and HIV 

 
37 Linda May, “GLAMA Oral History Project,” interview by Austin R. Williams on December 7, 

2017 in Orange County, California, transcript, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive 

of Mid-America at University of Missouri - Kansas City, Kansas City, MO. 
38 Emanuel Cleaver, “GLAMA Oral History Project,” interview by Austin R. Williams on May 11, 

2018 in Kansas City, Missouri, transcript, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive of 

Mid-America at University of Missouri - Kansas City, Kansas City, MO. 
39 Dan Cofran, “GLAMA Oral History Project,” interview by Austin R. Williams on April 5, 2018 in 

Kansas City, Missouri, transcript, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive of Mid-

America at University of Missouri - Kansas City, Kansas City, MO. The federal protections Cofran 

referred to for HIV status came with the passage of the Americans with Disabilities Act that summer 

1990. 



180 

 

status, but not sexual orientation. Once again, opponents demonstrated against this measure. 

However, considering the protections for both familial status and HIV status were already 

made available on the federal level—and without the immediate connection to sexual 

orientation—the council passed the ordinance and a resolution in which the city council 

recommended that the city prohibit discrimination based upon sexual orientation for its own 

workforce. Evidence also indicates that the recent passage of term limits on the city 

council—meaning that nine of the 13 city councilmembers would not be eligible to run in the 

next election—may have contributed to the willingness to support both measures. 

With these new protections in place, and understanding that a long fight lay ahead to 

get sexual orientation included in the city’s civil rights ordinance, members of the Human 

Rights Ordinance Project voted to repurpose the organization. The group dropped the “O” 

and became the Human Rights Project (HRP), a new organization dedicated to screening and 

electing candidates who were friendly to gay and lesbian civil rights efforts. In addition to 

supporting Jon D. Barnett’s run for city council as the first openly gay candidate in Kansas 

City’s history, HRP put in significant efforts to promoting other candidates for the 1991 

municipal election, two of whom went on to win their elections by very slim margins.40 

Although his bid would ultimately prove unsuccessful, Barnett’s strong showing in the 

primaries provided significant advantages for future gay and lesbian candidates. Once the 

election was over, Barnett’s campaign team created a precinct-by-precinct map of his 

primary results. The color-coded images highlighted what many already knew but had yet 

 
40 “Pro-Gay Candidates Generally Victorious in KC Election,” The Lesbian and Gay News-Telegraph, 

April 1991, 3. Copy available in Box 1, Folder 5, Chloe Wagner Collection, LaBudde Special 

Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive of Mid-America at University of Missouri - Kansas City, Kansas 

City, MO. 
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proven to be true; that Kansas City had a sizeable LGBTQ-supportive voting bloc that could 

no longer be ignored.41 

 One of the candidates who the Human Rights Project endorsed in the 1991 election 

was Emanuel Cleaver for Mayor. Despite the reservations that many had regarding his vote 

sending Ordinance 65430 back to committee, he nevertheless had always been an advocate 

and an ally behind the scenes, and he was a cosponsor of the ordinance which added familial 

status and HIV status to the city’s civil rights ordinance in October 1990. Perhaps more 

importantly, his opponent Bob Lewellen had openly advocated against those ordinances, 

making Cleaver the only real choice for HRP’s endorsement.  

Despite a very brief honeymoon period, one of the events which led to the most hostility 

leveled toward Mayor Cleaver happened within a few months of his first term as mayor. The 

Human Rights Project, along with other LGBTQ organizations, approached the city council 

about issuing an official city proclamation naming a week in June as Gay and Lesbian Pride 

Week. The week would overlap with the Gay and Lesbian Pride Parade which had grown 

exponentially over the previous three years. When Cleaver announced publicly that he did 

would not issue such a proclamation, LGBTQ advocates—many of whom had supported him 

in his election—were vocally upset, and they let the mayor know. 

In his oral history interview, Congressman Emanuel Cleaver explained that he knew 

he was going to upset important constituents no matter what choice he made regarding issues 

that supported LGBTQ communities. Not only was he receiving pushback from supporters of 

the Pride Proclamation, but he was also being admonished by his fellow ministers for the fact 

 
41 1990 City Council District Maps, Jonathan D. Barnett Collection, LaBudde Special Collections 

Gay & Lesbian Archive of Mid-America at University of Missouri - Kansas City. The Jonathan D. 

Barnett Collection is currently being processed. 
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that he was even considering it. And while he understood the anger of LGBTQ activists in 

the midst of the Pride Proclamation controversy, he nevertheless was angered by some of 

their tactics, as well. In the end, he did not issue the proclamation, but he did attend the Pride 

Picnic, albeit in a bulletproof vest. He also announced the formation of an official 

commission on lesbian and gay concerns. Referring to his attendance at the Pride Picnic, he 

said, “I did something that most of the people in the clergy community opposed.” But he 

went on to explain why he nevertheless felt the need to support the greater Kansas City 

LGBTQ community. “I have always believed that any group that is down and hurting 

deserves the comfort and support of the leader of that community, of that Council, district, or 

that city.”42 

Virtually everything in the report from the Mayor’s Commission on Lesbian and Gay 

Concerns had been included in the testimony given during the hearings over Ordinance 

65430. However, the media coverage, the statistics gathered, and the sincere testimony of so 

many individuals given to the Mayor’s Commission undoubtedly boosted the ongoing case 

for a nondiscrimination ordinance based upon sexual orientation. The report also 

acknowledged that the anger which had resonated throughout the ongoing AIDS epidemic 

had been a key component of the resurgence in LGBTQ pride which had become undeniably 

building over the previous years. “People who have recognized their oppression and begun to 

take action to change are often filled with anger, which can be channeled into positive 

change. Gays and lesbians are also living with tremendous personal loss. The AIDS 

epidemic, and all the homophobia it has exposed, has rallied gays and lesbians to take care of 

 
42 Emanuel Cleaver, “GLAMA Oral History Project,” interview by Austin R. Williams on May 11, 

2018 in Kansas City, Missouri, transcript, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive of 

Mid-America at University of Missouri - Kansas City, Kansas City, MO. 
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their own and to learn how to mobilize to effect change. This is a population living with grief 

and anger, mobilizing to bring about change, in one way or another.”43  

 

Sexual Orientation is Finally Included 

In her oral history interview, Katheryn Shields reflected on how she felt on June 3, 

1993, the day that sexual orientation was finally added to the city’s civil rights ordinance. “It 

was absolutely a great day,” Shields recalled. “And I think those eight of us who showed up 

and voted were very much kindred spirits on that day in believing that it was time to say that 

sexual orientation did not make someone less than a full citizen of Kansas City, Missouri.”44 

By the time that the Kansas City Council voted 8-0 to include sexual orientation in the city’s 

civil rights ordinance, many things had changed since the introduction of Ordinance 65430 in 

May 1990. Nearly 100 municipalities across the United States had passed nondiscrimination 

legislation protecting individuals based upon sexual orientation, including the Missouri cities 

of St. Louis and Columbia.45 In Kansas City, those three years had been filled with protests, 

rallies, campaigns, elections, demonstrations, festivals, parades, petitions, proclamations, and 

calls for referendums. Groups had been formed in support of the measure, namely the Human 

Rights Ordinance Project—and against the measure, namely Freedom Involves Exposing 

Decadence and Upholding Principle. Additionally, the makeup of the Kansas City Council 

was now very different, including a new mayor. Activists had demonstrated that an LGTBQ 

 
43 “Report of the Mayor’s Commission on Lesbian and Gay Concerns,” December 1991, iii. Copy 

obtained from the personal collection of Keith Spare in Kansas City, Missouri.  
44 Katheryn Shields, “GLAMA Oral History Project,” interview by Austin R. Williams on February 

27, 2017 in Kansas City, Missouri, transcript, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive 

of Mid-America at University of Missouri - Kansas City, Kansas City, MO, available online at 

https://library.umkc.edu/OralHistoryFiles/Transcripts//Shields-transcript.pdf. 
45 Mary Sanchez, “Council Outlaws Bias Against Gays,” Kansas City Star, June 4, 1993. 
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voting bloc existed in Kansas City, Missouri. And as David Weeda stated, “The whole 

process of organizing and mobilizing the gay community around the possibility of gay rights 

and protections on HIV status led to an engaged electorate within the gay community.”46 In 

looking back at those years, Kay Madden recalled, “It was all kind of piecemeal, and trying 

to make any legislative change was difficult.  We just had to learn by doing.” “Every step 

that we took helped to do things like elect Jolie Justus [the first openly gay person to serve on 

the Kansas City Council] and others. This has all come about because of that work that was 

done. … It's all a progression. It always is.” 47 

 

Gender Identity is Finally Included 

Fifteen years after that celebratory day in June 1993, the Kansas City Council once 

again came together to pass an LGBTQ milestone. In early April 2008, the council 

unanimously approved to update its civil rights ordinance to include gender identification, 

joining over 90 other municipalities, twelve states, and the District of Columbia in doing 

so.48 The ordinance, which provided protections in housing, employment, and public 

accommodations, defined gender identity as “the actual or perceived appearance, expression, 

identity or behavior of a person as being male or female, whether or not that appearance, 

expression, identity or behavior is different from that traditionally associated with the 

 
46 David Weeda, “GLAMA Oral History Project,” interview by Austin R. Williams on November 27, 

2017 in Kansas City, Missouri, transcript, LaBudde Special Collections Gay & Lesbian Archive of 
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person's designated sex at birth.”49 Jim MacDonald, the president of Four Freedoms, a 

Kansas City LGBTQ political organization, told the press, “This vote represents an historic 

moment for the LGBT community in Kansas City. Never before has there been unanimous 

council support for an LGBT rights measure. It is truly a mark of how far we have come."50 

Councilmember Beth Gottstein, the primary sponsor of the ordinance, explained the 

importance of including gender identity: "If our city code doesn't protect everyone, it protects 

no one. I am proud that we have taken this action to make clear that no one in Kansas City 

should have to face discrimination."51 
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